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Chapter-1 
Introduction 
 
Indian English literature originated as a necessary outcome of the 
introduction of English education in India under colonial rule. In recent years it 
“has attracted widespread interest, both in India and abroad.”1 It is now recognized 
that Indian English literature is not only part of Commonwealth literature, but also 
occupies a “great significance in the World literature.”2 
 
Today, a number of Indian writers in English have contributed 
substantially to modern English literature. Ram Mohan Roy who heralded the 
Indian Renaissance and Macaulay who recommended English language education 
in India were probably aware of what was in store for the Indians in terms of 
literary awareness. Today it “has won for itself international acclaim and 
distinction.”3  
 
Fiction, being the most powerful form of literary expression today, has 
acquired a prestigious position in Indian English literature. It is generally agreed 
that the novel is the most suitable literary form for the exploration of experiences 
and ideas in the context of our time, and Indian English fiction occupies its proper 
place in the field of literature. There are critics and commentators in England and 
America who appreciate Indian English novels. Prof. M. K. Naik remarks:  
 
…one of the most notable gifts of English education 
to India is prose fiction for though India was 
probably a fountain head of story-telling, the novel 
as we know today was an importation from the 
West.4  
 
It was in Bengal that a literary renaissance first manifested itself, but 
almost immediately afterwards its traces could be seen in Madras, Bombay and 
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other parts of India. The first Indian English novel was Bankim Chandra 
Chatterjee’s Raj Mohan’s Wife (1864). It is different from his Bengali novels such 
as Durgesh Nandini or Kopal Kandla. In fact, it paved the way for Anand Math 
(1884), Indian’s first political novel which gave the Indians their national anthem, 
“Vande Mataram”. Then came Manoj Basu’s Jaljangal in the form of English 
translation as The Forest Goddess by Barindra Nath Bose. 
 
The novels published from the eighteen sixties up to the end of the 
nineteenth century were written by writers belonging to the presidencies of Bengal 
and Madras. Most of these novels are on social and few on historical issues, and 
for their models they drew upon eighteenth and nineteenth century British fiction, 
especially that of Daniel Defoe, Henry Fielding and Walter Scott.  
 
Novels published between 1864 and 1900 include Ram Krishna Punt’s The 
Bay of Bengal (1866), Anand Prasad Dutt’s The Indolence (1878), Shoshee 
Chunder Dutt’s The Young Zamindar (1883), Trailokya Das’s Hirimba’s Wedding 
(1884), Krupabai Satthianandan’s Kamala: A Story of Hindu Child Wife (1894) 
and Saguna: A Story of Native Christian Life (1895), Michael Madhusudan Dutt’s 
Bijoy Chand: An Indian Tale (1888) and Lt. Suresh Biswas: His Life and 
Adventures (1900) and Yogendra Nath Chattopadhyaya’s The Girl and Her Tutor 
(1891). 
 
The twentieth century began with novelists of more substantial output. 
Romesh Chandra Dutt translated two of his own Bengali novels into English: The 
Lake of Palms: A Study of Indian Domestic Life (1902) and The Slave Girl of 
Agra, an Indian Historical Romance (1909). The first, a realistic novel, seems to 
have been written with the aim of social reform with its theme being widow 
remarriage, while the latter is set in the Mughal period.  
 
Sarath Kumar Ghosh and another Bengali novelist, wrote Verdict of Gods 
(1905) and The Prince of Destiny: The New Krishna (1909). A. Madhaviah and T. 
Ramakrishna Pillai, belonging to Madras presidency were two important 
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contemporaries of these Bengali novelists. Madhaviah wrote Satyananda (1909), 
Thrillai Govindan (1916), Clarinda (1915), Nanda, the Pariah Who Overcame 
Caste (1923) and Lt. Panju-A Modern Indian (1924). T. Ramakrishna Pillai wrote 
Padmini (1903) and A Dive for Death (1911).  
 
Another Indian English novelist of prominence was a Punjabi writer 
Jogendra Singh. His fictional work includes: Nur Jahan, The Romance of an 
Indian Queen (1909), a historical novel: Nasrin, An Indian Medley (1911), a 
realistic novel depicting the fall of aristocratic life in North India, Kamala (1925) 
and Kamni (1931), dealing with social themes. The first three were published in 
London and the last in Lahore. 
 
Then appeared on the scene novels such as S. T. Ram’s The Cosmopolitan 
Hindusthani (1902), L. B. Pal’s A Glimpse of Zanana Life in Bengal (1904), S. B. 
Banerjee’s The Adventures of Mrs. Russell (1909), Balkrishna’s The Love of 
Kusuma: An Eastern Love Story (1910), B. K. Sarkar’s Man of Letters (1911), M. 
M. Munshi’s Beauty and Joy (1914) and T. K. Gopal Pannikar’s Storm and 
Sunshine (1916).  
 
The Gandhian whirlwind blew across the country during 1920-1947. 
Under the dynamic leadership of Mahatma Gandhi established political notions 
started vanishing from the scene and in turn new ideas and methods appeared, not 
only in the political field but in almost every walk of Indian life. The inevitable 
impact of the Gandhian movement on Indian English literature was the sudden 
flowering of realistic novels during the nineteen thirties. Novelists turned their 
attention away from the past to concentrate on contemporary issues. In their 
novels prevailing social and political problems that Indians found themselves in 
were given prominence. The nation-wide movement of Gandhi not only inspired 
Indian English novelists but also provided them with some of their prominent 
themes, such as the struggle for freedom, the East-West encounter, the communal 
problem and the miserable condition of the untouchables, the landless poor, the 
downtrodden, the economically exploited and the oppressed.  
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The impact of the far-reaching change on the Indian social and political 
scene caused by the Gandhian movement can be perceived in K. S. 
Venkatramani’s Murugan, The Tiller (1927) and Kandan, The Patriot: A Novel of 
New India in the Making (1932). The former reflects Gandhian economics while 
the latter reflects his politics. Then came A. S. P. Ayyer, whose novels like 
Baladitya (1930) and Three Men of Destiny (1939), although untouched by the 
twentieth century models and set in ancient Indian history, are Gandhian in spirit. 
 
These novelists and their novels paved the way for the great trinity: Mulk 
Raj Anand, R. K. Narayan and Raja Rao whose emergence was the most 
remarkable event in the realm of Indian English fiction. They were the harbingers 
of the true Indo-English novel. These novelists began writing around the mid 
1930s. Bhabani Bhattacharya was also a contemporary of these novelists by birth, 
but he started writing fiction just after Indian independence. 
 
The writing of these novelists moved the Indian English novel in the right 
direction. They discovered a whole new world in Indo-English fiction, and the 
Indian novel owes much to their efforts for gaining solid ground and achieving an 
identity of its own. They defined the area in which the Indian novel was to 
operate, and brought the Indo-Anglian novel within hailing distance of the latest 
novels of the West. They established the suppositions, the manner, the concept of 
character, and the nature of the themes which were to give the Indian novel its 
particular distinctiveness. They “laid the foundation for the genuine Indo-Anglian 
novel, each imparting to the Indian experience a dimension of individuality based 
of their particular approach to content and form.”5 
 
Mulk Raj Anand (1905-2004) has been the most prolific of the trio. His 
contribution to Indian English fiction of social realism is incontrovertibly great. 
His Untouchable (1935) depicts the story of the low caste boy, Bakha. It is 
basically a tragic drama of the individual caught in the net of the age-old caste 
system. In Coolie (1936) he presents a poverty-stricken protagonist, Munoo. Both 
novels are: 
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“a plea for downtrodden, the poor and the outcast, 
who face economic hardship and emotional 
humiliation in a rigid social structure”6   
 
His Two Leaves and a Bud (1937) depicts the story of a middle-aged 
peasant, Ganger, from a village in Punjab. 
 
Among Anand's other novels are The Village (1939), Across the Black 
Waters (1941), The Sword and the Sickle (1942), The Big Heart (1945), Seven 
Summers (1951), The Private Life of Indian Prince (1953), The Old Woman and 
the Cow (1960), The Road (1963), The Death of the Herd (1964), Mourning Face 
(1970), Confession of a Lover (1976), The Bubble (1984), Little Plays of 
Mahatma Gandhi (1998) and Nine Moods of Bharata, Novel of a Pilgrimage 
(1998). 
 
Anand's novels portray vividly the wretched condition of Indian rural 
society. He is one who “believes that literature must serve society, solve their 
problems and guide them”7 Through his novels he says that poverty, class, caste 
system and other widespread evils of society are like a poison that inflicts society 
and makes it sordid and inhuman. He is considered the Indian version of Charles 
Dickens as far as the treatment of social themes is concerned. 
 
R. K. Narayan (1906-2001), one of the most prolific of Indian novelists in 
English, is a product of the South Indian Hindu middle class family. He remained 
aloof from contemporary socio-political issues and explored the South Indian 
middle class milieu in his fiction. He is a writer with full commitment to Hindu 
ideas. He created an imaginary small town named Malgudi and depicted middle 
class life in that town in almost all his works. 
 
Before independence Narayan produced Swami and Friends (1935), The 
Bachelor of Arts (1937), The Dark Room (1938) and The English Teacher (1946). 
His fictional art seems to reach maturity in his novels which appeared after 
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independence: The Financial Expert (1952), The Guide (1958) and Man Eater of 
Malgudi (1962). His other novels include Waiting for Mahatma (1955), dealing 
with the Gandhian freedom struggle, The Vendor of Sweets (1967), and The 
Painter of Signs (1976).  
 
In his nineties Narayan added four more novels to his corpus with A Tiger 
for Malgudi (1983), Talkative Man (1983), The World of Nagraj (1990) and 
Grandmother’s Tale (1992). Narayan succeeded in universalizing his Malgudi, 
though a local town, as Hardy universalized his ‘Wessex’. The inhabitants of 
Malgudi - although they may have their local identity - are essentially human 
beings having kinship with all humanity. In his novels we meet college boys, 
teachers, guides, tourists, municipal members, and taxi drivers of Malgudi, but 
through the provincial themes he forges a universal vision. He “peoples his novels 
with caricatures rather than characters.” 8 
Raja Rao (1908-2006), whose “advent on the literary scene has been described as 
the appearance of a new star shining bright” 9 is the youngest of the great trio. He 
is not a prolific writer like R. K. Narayan and Mulk Raj Anand who have to their 
credit a dozen novels each and numerous short stories. Even so, he is one of the 
most significant writers of modern India. At the time of writing he has published 
five novels, Kanthapura (1938), The Serpent and the Rope (1960), The Cat and 
Shakespeare (1965), Comrade Kirillov (1976) and The Chessmaster and His 
Moves (1988). 
 
Kanthapura is perhaps the finest representation of the Gandhian whirlwind 
in Indian English fiction. It is the story of a village with that name. It presents the 
Gandhian ideology of non-violence and abolition of untouchability. Like its spirit, 
the form and style of Kanthapura also follow the Indian tradition. 
 
The Serpent and the Rope, winner of the Sahitya Academy Award in 1963, 
“is considered a landmark in Indian-English fiction” its form showing a successful 
orchestration of Indian and Western methods. The Cat and the Shakespeare, a 
metaphysical comedy, is an example of philosophical fiction. The Chessmaster 
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and His Moves is characterized by an array of meaningful symbols. Here “The 
Chessmaster” himself and “his moves” are what He makes man do. Raja Rao’s 
place in the realm of Indian English fiction is safe as the most Indian of novelists 
in English, as stylist, symbolist, myth-maker, the finest painter of the East-West 
encounter and a philosophical novelist. 
 
During the period of the major trio, Anand, Narayan and Rao, who 
produced epoch-making pieces of Indian English fiction writing, many other 
novelists were active and a considerable number of novels were produced. Many 
of these novelists, being Muslims, depicted in their works life in Muslim 
households. These novels are Ahmed Ali’s Twilight in Delhi (1940) and Ocean of 
Night (1964), Iqbalunnisa Hussain’s Purdah and Polygamy: Life in an Indian 
Muslim Household (1944), Humayun Kabir’s Men and River (1945), a novel 
based on a folk tale, Amir Ali’s Conflict (1947), Via Geneva (1967) and 
Assignment in Kashmir (1973), K. A. Abbas’s Tomorrow is Ours: A Novel of the 
India of Today (1943) and Inquilab: A Novel of the Indian Revolution (1955). 
 
Among others who deserve mention are: Dhan Gopal Mukherji’s four 
novels: Kari, The Elephant (1922), Hari, the Jungle Lad (1924), The Chief of the 
Herd (1929), and Ghond, the Hunter (1929). C. S. Rau’s The Confessions of a 
Bogus Patriot (1923), Ram Narain’s Tigress of the Herem (1930), V. V. 
Chintamani’s Vedantam or the Clash of Traditions (1938), Shankar Ram’s Love of 
Dust (1938), D. F. Karaka’s Just Flesh (1941), There Lay the City (1942) and We 
Never Die (1944), C. N. Zutshi’s Motherland (1944), Purushottamdas 
Tricumdas’s Living Mask (1947).  
 
After gaining independence India had many challenges to face and many 
changes came over Indian life. Complications took place in social, political, 
economic and cultural spheres but India handled them thoughtfully and adequately 
and progressed step by step. The fact of being independent and having its own 
identity spurred Indian English writing. It provided the writer with self-
confidence, broadened his vision and sharpened his self-examining faculty. As a 
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result of these developments important gains were registered, especially in fiction, 
poetry and criticism. Fiction, already well established, grew in both variety and 
stature.  
 
The convention of social realism in Indian English fiction, established by 
Mulk Raj Anand, went on flourishing during the nineteen fifties and early sixties 
through Bhabani Bhattacharya, Manohar Malgonkar and Khushwant Singh. While 
Sudhin Ghosh, G. V. Desai and Anantanarayanan, though with natural individual 
variation, enlivened the trend of the experimental novel, oriented by Raja Rao in 
his Kanthapura. In addition, the fictional works of B. Rajan present the combined 
effect of realism and fantasy. 
 
Bhabani Bhattacharya’s fiction bore social purpose, as he believes that the 
“novel must have a social purpose”10 but he occasionally succeeded in achieving a 
vivid interpretation of life. In his first novel So Many Hungers (1947), 
Bhattacharya, dealing with the theme of exploitation on the political, economic 
and social ground, takes the Quit India movement and the Bengal famine of the 
early nineteen forties as its background. It continued the tradition of social realism 
stressing, like Anand, the necessity of social purpose in fiction. 
 
In Music for Mohini (1952) Bhattacharya tries to connect our age-old 
vision of life with the new semi-western attitude. In He Who Rides the Tiger 
(1952) he forms an intricate criss-cross of themes such as appearance and reality, 
the “haves” and the “have-nots” and religious hypocrisy. His Goddess Named 
Gold (1960) is a good example of allegorical writing. In Shadow from Ladakh 
(1966) he used symbolism against the background of the Chinese invasion of 
1962. In A Dream in Hawaii (1978) he deals with the theme of the East-West 
encounter. Bhattacharya’s contribution to Indian English fiction is noteworthy. He 
is “the only Indo-Anglian writer whose work has been translated into over two 
dozen foreign languages.” 11 
 
  10 
Manohar Malgonkar, one of the popular Indo-English novelists of the 
modern era started his career after independence with the publication of Distant 
Drum (1960). He is an artist of the first order. He excels in literary sensibility and 
critical maturity; he “subtly makes a landmark as a historical novelist.”12 Though 
a realist, unlike Bhatthacharya, Malgaonkar holds the opinion that art has no other 
purpose to serve than pure entertainment. Even so, his major preoccupation seems 
to be the role of history in individual and social life in India. 
 
Distant Drum is a documentary of army life in its various aspects and a 
celebration of army code as developed by the Britishers in the army. Combat of 
Shadows (1962) derives its title and epigraph from the Bhagvad Gita. The 
Princess (1963), no doubt Malgaonkar’s best novel, is also a successful political 
novel. It reveals the bright side of the princely world. The setting of A Bend in the 
Ganges (1964) is Partition while the Ramayana is the source of its title and 
epigraph. The Devil's Wind (1972) deals with the great Revolt of 1857. His novels 
after 1980 include Bandicoot Run (1982), The Garland Keepers (1987) and 
Cactus Country (1992), all containing spy stories in the center.  
 
Khushwant Singh came into the limelight as a crude realist with the 
publication of his Train to Pakistan (1956). In this novel he depicts the impact of 
Partition on a small village on the India-Pakistan border. His second novel I Shall 
Not Hear the Nightingale (1959) shows an ironic picture of a Sikh joint family 
symbolizing different Indian reactions to the freedom movement of the nineteen 
forties. Later novels include Delhi (1990), and The Company of Women (1999). 
His crude realism finds a place in each of his novels.  
 
Another novelist of the period is J. Menon Marath whose realism is deeply 
rooted in his native land Kerala, as Khushwant Singh’s in the Punjab. He wrote 
Wound of Spring (1960), The Sale of an Island (1968) and Janu (1988). 
Bhalachandra Rajan presents a blend of realism and fantasy, the two conspicuous 
strains in the Indian English fiction of the nineteen fifties and sixties. Unlike his 
contemporaries, Rajan’s realism is less social than psychological in his first novel 
  11 
The Dark Dancer (1959). His second novel Too Long in the West (1961) is a 
comic extravaganza. 
 
Another novelist, Sudhindra Nath Ghosh, adopts the ancient native 
tradition of story-telling to express the Indian ethos in all of his four novels: And 
Gazelles Leaping (1949), Cradle of the Clouds (1951), The Vermilion Boat (1953) 
and The Fame of the Forest (1955). G. V. Desani’s All About H. Hatters (1948) 
was a daring step on the ground of the Indian English experimental novel. In 
presenting the story of the hero’s search for a viable philosophy of living, his 
quest for understanding the meaning of life, Desani blends Indian and Western 
narrative forms. 
 
An important feature of this period was the growth of Indian women 
novelists writing in English. Their appearance added a new dimension to Indian 
English novel. It is only after India gained freedom that they have begun enriching 
Indian English fiction. The dominant figures were Ruth Prawer Jhabvala, Kamala 
Markandaya, Nayantara Sahgal and Anita Desai. 
 
Kamala Markandaya, one of the most outstanding and eminent Indo-
Anglian novelists, shows a broad range and rich variety of setting, characters, and 
theme. Her first novel Nectar in a Sieve (1954), a tragedy engineered by 
economics, is a woeful tale of the trials and tribulations of a peasant couple, 
Nathan and Rukmani, of a South Indian Village. Her second novel, Some Inner 
Fury (1957), is primarily a political novel dealing with the straining of human 
relationships in the wake of Quit India Movement. A Silence of Desire (1961) 
depicts the conflict between Indian spiritual faith and modernism born of India’s 
contact with the West. Possession (1963) seems to be a continuation of A Silence 
of Desire, dealing with the conflict between Indian spiritualism and Western 
materialism. Two of her later novels, A Handful of Rice (1966) and Two Virgins 
(1973), however, covertly show how the modernism brought in by the Western 
influence inspires the protagonists to revolt against their traditional environment 
and seek their fulfillment by shaping their careers independently. 
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In The Coffer Dams (1969) Markandaya deals with the theme of the East-
West encounter from a different angle by presenting the conflict between 
technological power and the forces of nature symbolized by a turbulent South 
Indian river. She exposes a new dimension of the theme of East-West 
confrontation in The Nowhere Man (1972), where she reveals the predicament of 
Indian immigrants in England. For the first time she tries her pen at historical 
fiction with the publication of The Golden Honneycomb (1977), a chronicle of 
three generations of the princely family of Devpur. Her next novel was Pleasure 
City (1982). In all her novels Markandaya has treated the theme of East-West 
confrontation more comprehensively than any other Indian English Novelist. 
  
Ruth Prawer Jhabvala takes an amused look at arranged marriages in India 
with her Jane Austenian tongue-in-cheek style and presents an ironic survey of the 
East-West confrontation. Her early novels To Whom She Will (1955) and The 
Nature of Passion (1956) are exquisite comedies of urban middle-class life in the 
nineteen fifties and sixties. Her other novels include The Householder (1960), Get 
Ready for Battle (1962), A New Dominion (1973), Heat and Dust (1975), In 
Search of Love and Beauty (1983), The Continents (1987), Poet and Dancer 
(1993) and Shards of Memory (1995). In all her novels she observes keenly the 
strangeness of human behaviour and presents it with gentle irony and good-
humoured satire. 
 
Nayantara Sahgal, whose forte is politics, is the leading practitioner of the 
political novel in India. She writes simple prosaic tales about politicians and 
bureaucrats. In addition to the obvious political theme Sahgal shows her 
preoccupation with the modern Indian woman’s search for sexual freedom and 
self-realization. Her novels include A Time to be Happy (1958), This Time of 
Morning (1968), Storm in Chandigarh (1969), The Day in Shadow (1971), A 
Situation in New Delhi (1977), Rich Like Us (1985), Plans for Departure (1985) 
and Mistaken Identity (1988). In all her novels the political turmoil of the outside 
world and the private torment of individuals are woven together.  
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After the 1960s Indian English fiction, like its Western counterpart, shifted 
its focus from the public to the private sphere. The mass destruction caused by 
nuclear weapons in World War-II brought unrest and anxiety all over the world. 
The situation gave rise to psychological disorders and loss of moral values, and 
profoundly disturbed man’s mental peace and harmony. World literature, 
responding to the new era, started to deal with the different gloomy faces of 
modern society. 
 
Indian novelists could not remain aloof from these currents and henceforth 
they were not exclusively concerned with the exploration and interpretation of a 
social milieu, but dealt with new subjects of human existence and man’s quest for 
self in all its complicated situations. This shift of focus in Indian English fiction 
becomes clearer particularly with Anita Desai and Arun Joshi who explore the 
agonized existence of modern man in their writing which “changed the face of 
Indian English novel." 13 
 
Anita Desai, one of the literary luminaries of contemporary Indian fiction 
writing in English, is the most prominent among the Indian English novelists who 
have tried to portray the tragedy of human souls trapped in the circumstances of 
life. She “is more interested in the interior landscape of the mind than in political 
and social realities”14. In her novels, Indian English fiction has acquired a depth 
which it seldom had before. She is more interested in the evaluation of the interior 
landscape of the human mind than in depicting the practical and social realities of 
life.  
The combined influence of the great philosophers of the West and the fast-
changing elements in the social structure of India had a great impact on Desai. She 
makes each work a haunting exploration of the psychic self. Her work is executed 
so thoroughly that her treatment gets the look of a philosophical system, a system 
which has been familiar to the world in the form of existentialism. The main point 
of concern in her novels is the loneliness of individual life. Through her novels, 
Cry, the Peacock (1963), Voices in the City (1965) and Bye-Bye Blackbird (1971) 
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she has added a new dimension to the achievement of Indian woman novelist in 
English fiction. 
 
Cry, the Peacock, her first novel, is a highly impressionistic account of the 
incompatible marital life of Maya, a hypersensitive woman who causes her 
detached and indifferent husband, Gautama's death, by pushing him from a roof, 
because he stands between her and a particularly beautiful moonrise. The cry of 
the peacock symbolizes the elusive equipoise to which she aspires. 
 
In Voices in the City, the Maya-Gautam tragedy is re-enacted in Monisha-
Jiban marriage and Desai captures eloquently the voices of the spiritual quest of 
three young people who are sensitive, educated and excessively self-conscious, 
but plagued by the absence of goals in their life in the city of Calcutta. 
 
Her Akademi Award winning novel, Where Shall We Go This Summer? 
(1975) deals with Sita’s awareness of a basic dichotomy in the urban milieu, 
between compassion and the odour of death and destruction, and her resultant 
urge to free herself from the entire civilization and reach affirmation. It “depicts 
the inner-outer world of its protagonist Sita and her fatigue for life.”15 In Clear 
Light of Day (1980) she draws an ironic parallel between the freedom of the 
country and Raja’s and Bhim’s own personal freedom. Her other works, Fire on 
the Mountain (1977), In Custody (1984) and Fasting, Feasting (1999) also deal 
with similar existential questions tormenting the individuals. She is a dominant 
figure in the twentieth century Indo-Anglian fiction. 
 
By the end of the nineteen sixties and the early seventies some fresh faces 
appeared of the Indian English fictional scene, the most prominent of them were 
Chaman Nahal and Arun Joshi. 
 
Arun Joshi (1939-1993), Like Anita Desai, has recorded modern man’s 
traumas and agonies in his novels with rare competence and gravity. 
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 “It is with the novels of Arun Joshi and Anita Desai 
that a new era in the Indo-English fiction began and 
also witnessed a change in the treatment of 
themes”16  
 
His emphasis is on the individual psyche of the protagonist throughout his 
five novels. His technique of introspection intensified by self-mockery opens a 
new dimension in the art of Indian English fiction. It is because of his novel 
approach, his psychological understanding of the inner conflict of human beings 
and his philosophical existential vision, that one is drawn into his writing. Joshi 
recognizes a reality beyond the mere phenomenal world, a reality which only an 
artist could imagine and capture by giving a consistent form to the shapeless face 
of human existence.  
 
Joshi’s place among the major Indian English novelists of the twentieth 
century is undisputed. He was exceptionally perceptive as a creative artist, but his 
premature demise in 1993 cut short his promising literary career. He could 
contribute to Indian English literature only five novels and a few short stories. His 
novels are: The Foreigner (1968), The Strange Case of Billy Biswas (1971), The 
Apprentice (1974), The Last Labyrinth (1981), The City and the River (1990) and 
a collection of short stories, The Survivor (1975). There is also a work of 
biography entitled Lala Shri Ram: A Study in Entrepreneurship in Industrial 
Management (1975), which is more in the nature of domestic eulogy. He won the 
prestigious Sahitya Akademi Award for his fourth novel The Last Labyrinth in 
1982. It was very unfortunate that a man of such amazing abilities died of cardiac 
arrest in April 1993 at the age of fifty four in New Delhi. 
 
Among Joshi’s contemporaries, Chaman Nahal is an important novelist. 
His most outstanding work before the eighties was Azadi (1975), one of the most 
prominent novels on the theme of Partition. His other novels before the eighties 
comprise My True Faces (1973), Into Another Dawn (1977) and The English 
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Queens (1979). Among his novels after 1980 are: The Crown and The Lioncloth 
(1981), The Salt of Life (1990), and The Triumph of the Tricolour (1993). 
 
After 1980 began the period of so-called “new” fiction. In this period a 
breed of new novelists emerged. It includes Salman Rushdie, Vikram Seth, 
Upmanyu Chatterjee, Shashi Deshpande, Shashi Tharoor, Shobha De, Amitav 
Ghose, Amit Choudhary, and Arundhati Roy. 
 
Shashi Deshpande is the novelist with the most sustained achievement, 
having published eight novels. She seems to grapple with the identity crisis of the 
contemporary women in her works. Her important novels include The Dark Holds 
No Terrors (1980), If I Die Today (1982), A Matter of Times (1996) and Small 
Remedies (2000). 
 
Salman Rushdie’s Midnight's Children (1981) heralded a new era in the 
history of Indian English Fiction. His other important novels include Shame 
(1983) and Satanic Verses (1988). Amitav Ghosh, one of the most popular names 
in recent Indian English fiction writing, started with The Circle of Reason (1986) 
followed by In An Antique Land (1992), The Culcutta Chromosome (1996) and 
The Glass Palace (2000). Shashi Tharoor’s first novel The Great Indian Novel 
(1989) is one of the finest examples of post-modern fiction in recent Indian 
English Literature.  
 
Vikram Seth published a novel in verse, The Golden Gate, in 1986. In 
1993 appeared his A Suitable Boy, which won him great fame as a first-rate 
novelist. It was followed by An Equal Music (1999). 
 
At the time of writing Amit Choudhary has published four novels, namely 
A Strange and Sublime Address (1991), Afternoon Raag (1993), Freedom Song 
(1998) and A New World (2000). Shobha De’s important contribution includes 
Socialite Evenings (1989), Starry Nights (1991), Sisters (1992), Strange 
Obsession (1992), Sultry Days (1994), Snapshots (1995) and Second Thoughts 
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(1996). But De’s novels, though selling like hot cakes in India and abroad, would 
seem to belong less to serious literature than to pulp writing. 
 
Another writer of immense worth is Arundhati Roy. She won the Booker 
Prize for her maiden novel, The God of Small Things (1997). It is a tale of shock 
and horror with theme of death and decay. In it Roy reveals immorality in public 
life, too, which is rocked by party politics and selfish motives. 
 
The Indian English novel has passed through a tough time. There was a 
time when Mulk Raj Anand’s Untouchable was left untouched by British 
publishers before being recommended by E. M. Foster to Lawrence and Wishart 
to accept it. The same happened with R. K. Narayan whose Swami and Friends 
had to wait for Graham Greene’s recommendation. But today the case is different. 
Indian English literature is now readily accepted abroad. In fact Indian English 
novelists have elevated themselves by overtaking novelists whose mother-tongue 
is English in the race to win major literary awards. Although Indian English 
literature struggled hard to gain its establishment, the recent acclaim won by 
Vikram Seth (A Suitable Boy) and Arundhati Roy (The God of Small Things) has 
put it in the global spotlight. 
 
Indisputably, the Indian English novel has gained a unique viability, 
vibrancy and vitality, attracting a remarkably wide readership and universal 
acclaim, to which the new novelists have made a positive contribution. 
 
The Indo-English fiction has so many novelists but very few sympathetic critics. 
Meenakshi Mukherji expresses her sympathy to conclude her Twice Born Fiction 
with a comment:  
 
Indo-English fiction, which has served for so long 
as a file or document of sociology of anthropology 
or educational theory must now be regarded as 
literature and evaluated as such. That is the service 
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it requires from critics, and this study is modest 
essay in this direction.17 
 
K.R.S. Iyengar is also a sympathetic critic. In fact, the sympathetic and 
generous views and considerations shown by Iyengar to the Indo-English fiction is 
a matter of concern from other critics such as David Mc Cutchion. Mc Cutchion is 
very harsh towards the Indo-English novelists. His analysis of the Indo-English 
fiction is that in the novels moods are invoked of sadness and fantasy.  
 
Murli Das Melwani is one of such harsh critic. He says that an Indo-
English novelist is always in search of subjects and critics. According to him, 
none seems to have grappled yet with the new and exciting India of the fifties, 
sixties and seventies. M.K. Naik is a midway between the sympathizers  and the 
bitter critics of the Indo-English fiction. He says that the trends in recent fiction 
unmistakably indicate how the new novelists are trying to tread fresh paths and 
this is the surest sign of the continued vitality of an art though actual achievement 
is naturally determined by many factors including genius.  
 
Paul Verghese, a Marxist critic, appreciates Indo-Anglian novels for 
opting "Humanism" and "hunger" as their themes. Chalapati Rai is very caustic 
when he remarks that writing is close to life, but the Indo-Anglians here have little 
to do with life. Uma Parameswaran, who criticized Indo-English fiction earlier in 
pessimistic tone (around 1976), now appreciates Salman Rushdie for Midnights 
Children in 1981. Saros Cowsjee, Kirpal, R.K. Dhawan, Willian Walsh, P.S. 
Sundaram, R.S.Singh, Balram Das Gupta, Harish Razda, E.J. Kalinnikova, 
R.S.Pathak, R.K.Songh, K.K.Sharma and others are among sympathetic critics.  
 
As the researcher is to analyze the history portrayed in Khushwant Singh’s 
novels, it will not be inappropriate on the researcher’s part to project some light 
on the origin of historical fiction.  
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For ordinary men, the term history means a history of a country, primarily 
its political history, which deals with the names of kings and monarchs and the 
details pertaining to ‘who succeeded whom and how’ at a particular point of time. 
In more recent times, it is understood to engage with constitutional changes and 
the power politics behind them. However, it is difficult to define and describe the 
nature and subject of history in order to get a comprehensive idea of any particular 
period of time, it is necessary to take into account religions, inventions, warfare, 
expansion of trade and other cultural and economical activities.  
  
Juliet Gardiner describes it as “an unending dialogue between the present 
and the past.”18. Arthur Marwick shows three levels of history in his work; first, it 
can connote the entire human past as it actually happened. Secondly, history 
connotes man’s attempt to describe and interpret to the past. This is the sense, 
which comes nearer to the original Greek meaning “inquiry”. The third meaning 
indicates the systematic study of history, history as a scientific discipline”19 
D.B.Macaulay, however, treats history differently. He holds that history falls 
alternately under the sole an absolute dominion of both, reason and imagination. It 
is sometimes fiction and sometimes theory.20 
  
The earliest historical materials or inspirations were devoted chiefly to 
glorification of the kings, military, victories and monarchical achievements. More 
often than not, myths, folk tales and panegyric songs preoccupied the historical 
narrations of ancient times. A few important happenings were carried as “the tales 
of grandmothers,” been handed down from generation to generation. Yet other 
accounts, creatively recorded in more organized way turned out to be epics. 
Interestingly, some of the scholars have argued that the Iliad and the Odyssey are 
products of a non- literate culture which were transcribed when the Greeks 
adapted a writing system.21 Further still, many scholars contented that Homer was, 
in fact, to poets, may be more, who compose the epics over a space of time.22 
Putting aside the controversy regarding Homer, it is pertinent to note that the two 
epics offer an impressive account of the events, which are important from the 
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historic point of view of their time, and are useful sources of history as any of 
their counterparts.  
  
 The earliest and the simplest form of a more authentic kind of historical 
account consist of dynastic list, which are found at ancient Sumer and Egypt. 
After that, the very first objective account of history is of the Persian war, in the 
fifth century B.C. by Herodotus. Then onwards history was discovered from folk 
tales and myths as the latter were considered to be opposite to the “truth” and 
“fact”. The changed concept of history proposed that history is based on the fact, 
is liner an objective and deals with materials very different from fiction. However, 
the idea of historical progress is one of the contributions of the Bible. The Bible is 
not only the basis of western literature and culture, it has also influenced the 
concept of human history.23 To the Greeks, the Romans, and the Chinese, history 
was mainly a series of related developments containing practical and moral 
lessons for later ages. But the Bible is unique in its depiction of history as the 
handwriting of God and its conviction that the events of history express the divine 
plan for the world with the definite beginning, middle and end.24 The Christian 
conception of history after the fall as a record of human striving towards a goal of 
divinely ordained perfection underlines the modern belief in material progress. 
However, the religions view gradually gave way to the secular, social and political 
influences during the later centuries. Moreover, the subject of history, according 
to the popular belief, is the life of nations. Yet to describe more precisely, the life 
of a single nation would appear to be impossible. It would not be in congruous 
here to review the term “nation as a signifier”. The term, in its narrowest sense, 
connotes the territory or country itself. It also implies “a body of people, 
associated with the particular territory that is sufficiently conscious of his unity to 
seek or to possess a government peculiarly its own.25. A nation can be, above all, 
taken as a destiny, representing an earlier conquest wielding hegemony over the 
others, for a specific period of time. According to the theorists like Ernest Renan 
and Homi Bhabha amongst others, “grouping of provinces affected by a destiny, 
by its wars, its marriages and its treaties ends with the destiny which had 
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established it.26 The issue of narrating the nation can be linked with its people, 
their lives, believes, and inter-communal relations to take a recourse to Renan..  
 
A nation is a sole, spiritual principle; two things 
constitute the soul or spiritual principle. One lies in 
the past, one in the present. One is the possession in 
common of a rich legacy of memory…the other is 
present day consent, the desire to live together, the 
will to perpetuate, the value of heritage that one has 
received in an undivided from…..The nation like the 
individual is the culminating of a long past of 
endeavours, sacrifice and devotion.”27 
 
It must, therefore, be admitted that a nation can exist without a dynastic principle 
not surprisingly the historians of the earlier days unable to grapple with the 
changing meaning of “nation” had followed an unvarying method; they simply 
wrote of the parts played by the individual who held the power and allowed the 
role of humanity to find its place in literature. It is also very likely on the part of 
the historiographers to omit certain significant but politically less important 
events.  
  
 Historians often miss the circumstances that influence the morals and 
manners of people, the transition of communities and silent revolutions, as they 
are not acquired by armies or enacted by Governments. The literary writers on the 
other hand, try to find out such gaps in history and fill these gaps with lively 
events, engulfed by literary imaginations. Obviously, history has always been his-
story what is narrated depends on “who” narrates and “why”. The revolt of 1857, 
for instance, can be an illustration in sight. Will Durant, in this context observes, 
“this is what the English called the Sepoy Mutiny, and what the Hindus called the 
War of Independence.28  
  
  22 
It is not possible to trace back the origin of a historical novel. But with the 
publication of Ivanho by Walter Scott, in the 19th century, historical fiction came 
into lime light. By the turn of the century, the world literature was enriched by 
two classical historical novels, Tolstoy's War and Peace and Pasternak's 
Dr.Zivago.  The former presents a complete tableau of Russian society during the 
wars from 1805 to 1815. The canvas of the novel covers the area from salons of 
St.Peters Burg to the camps of war - from Moscow to the moffusils. The 
undeniable series of incidents, portraits and reflections unfold the true picture of 
contemporary Russia. Vicomte De Vogue has remarked that it is mandatory for 
those who wish to write a history of Russia to read first Tolstoy's account of the 
country in the novel. Otherwise, it is likely that only a hollow and dead work 
would be produced.29. Since then, Charles Dickens, Eric Maria Marques, Ernest 
Hemingway,  William Faulkner, Herman Wouk, J. C. Farrell, John Dos Passos 
among the others have used history as source materials in their novels in as varied 
ways as they themselves. 
 
One of the reasons of widespread popularity of historical novels was that it 
dealt with emotions besides the historical realities of the age. Descartes thinks, 
‘the delicacy of fictional enlivens the mind.’ He believes: 
 
fiction makes us imagine a number of events as 
possible which are really impossible, and even the 
most faithful histories, if they do not alter or 
embroider things to make them more worth reading, 
almost always omit the meanest and least illustrious 
circumstances, so that the reminder is distorted. 30 
 
F. J. Tickner opines that the historical novel "must conform to fact by a 
reasonable show of historical accuracy. The actual personages who appear in its 
pages must resemble, more or less closely, the real persons of history; the 
fictitious characters must behave, more or less, as if they had been living at the 
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time.”31 Avron Fleishman opines that a historical novelist like the historian is “a 
recoverer of what actually happened in the past.”32 
 
 It is essential to capture the spirit of the past and turn it into living 
documents on the part of the author. Leo Tolstoy believes: 
 
As long as histories are written of individuals only 
of Caesars, Alexanders, Luthers, Woltaires and so 
forth who have taken part in given events, and not 
histories of all persons without exceptions who have 
participated in them, no description of the 
movements of humanity will be possible without the 
conception of some such force as compels men to 
direct their activities to a common end.33 
 
On the other hand, history, for R.G.Collingwood, is both, recovery and self 
definition.34 Douglas Archibald, while referring to this argument, assert that the 
historian does not bury himself in the past but reenacts it with a clear and 
animating sense of his presentness, wherein the assumption and perception of past 
and present are set in interaction and lead to mutual illumination and definition.35 
Archibald, following Bats, further asserts that the sense of a large finish past can 
be rescued only by the interpretative imagination that meditates on it.36 
 
 Thus, the author while dealing with the historical events, attempts to 
deduce some truth from recreation of particular event/s. In order to do so, his 
perception of the past must be impregnated by the historical sense as it involves to 
use T.S.Eliots terms, “perception not only of the pastness of the past but of its 
presence…”37 
 
Thus, historians and the writers of the fiction, both attempt to create the 
possibilities of “understanding”. White claims in this regard that historiography is 
a poetic construct and as such is neither scientific nor objective. “History”, he 
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contends, “is a verbal structure in the form of a narrative prose discourse.”38 It 
suggests that fiction is not only a representation of social reality, but also a 
necessary functional part of social control and also an important tool of social 
change.  
 
 M.C.Lemon believes that history is essentially concerned with the past. It 
deals with the matters not present to us and which we can not know 
“immediately” in order to approach his primary material, the historian is engaged 
into two different mental activities-inferring and proving the knowledge of past. 
Since the former uses imagination and latter required the use of logic, both fail to 
meet the standards of impartiality and objectivity to which most historians are 
supposed to committed.39 It implies that no historian approaches his material 
arbitrarily as to use White term, “the facts do not speak for themselves but the 
historian speaks for them. 40 According to him: 
 
“novelist might be dealing with only imaginary 
events where as historians are dealing with real 
ones, but the process of fusing events, whether 
imaginary or real, into a comprehensible totality 
cable of serving as the object of representation is a 
poetic process”41 
 
Moreover, the historians have always concerns themselves with events, 
and as it in an ascriptive way. They require explanation and have to be narrated. 42 
 
 In this way, historiography narrative characteristically puts the distinction 
between history and fiction under apprehension and articulates historiographical 
issues in narrative forms. It questions the capacity of history to reveal absolute 
truths. Jacques Ehrman, in this regards, reaches an extreme formulation, “history 
and literature have no existence in and of themselves. It is we who constitute them 
as the objects of our understating.”43 Although, White puts it differently, to him, 
“what distinguish ‘historical’ from ‘fictional’ stories is first and foremost their 
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contents, rather than their forms.44 The story told in the narrative, he further 
propounds, “is a ‘mimesis of the story lived in some region of historical reality, 
and in so far as it is an accurate imitation it is to be considered a truthful account 
thereof.”45 
 
 Historical fiction, viewed in this light, has greater capacity to reveal truth 
of its time which could not be learnt otherwise. History-fiction overlaps have, 
thus, undergone a considerable change and can, if not replaced, definitely 
supplement each other.  
 
 With changed outlook and success and popularity of the historical fiction, 
a great number of writers may use history by incorporating social, cultural, 
political events, of their interest into the fictional frame of history. The changed 
historical scenario also played a major role. The world witnessed rapid changes in 
the declining decades of the nineteenth century and at the turning of the 
subsequent century. The great revolution of France, which is described as the 
meanest, cruelest and bloodiest inhuman history, revolutions in Russia and China, 
the rise and collapse of Fascism and the two world wars stirred the imagination of 
writers leading to origin of rich body of historical fiction. 
 
 Some of the novels written by Khushwant Singh can be called Political 
novels as well. Hence it will be interesting to know about political novel which is 
the sub genre of historical novel.  
 
The history of literature, right from the ancient epics to the modern novel, 
shows that all literary creations are inherently ideological and in that sense social 
and political. None can deny the affiliations of Ramayana, Mahabharata, Illiad, 
Odessy and Paradise Lost with the politics of their times. The gradual 
displacement of religion as the organizing principle of life and society by politics, 
especially in the west, made the writers admit politics as one of the constituents of 
their imaginative contemplation. Yet the shape and nature of the political novel in 
the west has not fully crystallized. Even opinions on the issue and extent of 
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assimilation and affiliation of art and artists to politics and political ideologies 
remained divided. R.B. Heilman is of opinion that ....  
 
"If one proposes that it is the business or nature of 
literature to engage in dissent (or, for that matter, 
assent), one is trying to make it, over into 
journalism, propaganda, topical pleading". 46  
 
On the other hand, Robert B. Downs disapproves of the view that books are 
ineffective objects, and regards them as....  
 
"...frequently dynamic, vital things, capable of 
changing the entire direction of events-sometimes 
for good, sometimes for ill."47  
 
David McLellan criticizes even the very attitude and concept of neutrality. 
In this regard, he says that it is as elastic a concept as to include a wide variety of 
optional norms like political setting, ideas, figures, theory of public or 
governmental conduct, policy priorities, national events, ideological affiliations or 
discontent making for emphasis in the novel. The kind of politics one confronts 
emerges out of the interaction of men, ideas and events specific to the country.  
 
A survey of the beginnings of the Indian novel in English shows that the 
novelists largely wrote either romances like Bianca and Kamala, or sociological 
novels like The Garden Keepers and The Cage of Gold, or historical novels like 
The Fatal Garland and Shivaji, or at best novels dealing with east-west encounter 
like Hindupore or The Prince of Destiny. It is only after the nationalistic stirrings 
gained momentum in India that the novel changed its direction and attention from 
romances, history, sociology and culture to politics revealing a new kind and 
pattern of awareness and relationship of the individual with the specific of the 
milieu.  
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It is not the fact that all the novels and novelists turned political but the 
impact of the political upheaval was so great that even a novelist of such intense 
sociological concern as R.K. Narayan and one of deep metaphysical concern like 
Raja Rao could not but help writing at least one political novel each. The progress 
of the Indian English novel reveals the way the national struggle for independence 
in its various aspects and stages impinged upon the imagination of the writers to 
produce a new genre called the political novel.  
 
The definition of the political novel begins a variety of interpretations. 
While The Oxford English Dictionary describes, the political novel as no more 
than “a fictitious political narrative, a novel about imaginary politicians”48 Morris 
Edmund Speare explains it  in more exhaustively as follows:  
"What is a political Novel? It is a work of prose 
fiction leans rather to 'ideas' than to 'emotions'; 
which deals with the machinery of law making or 
with a theory about public conduct than with the 
merits of any given piece of legislation and where 
the main purpose of the writer is partly propagation, 
public reform, or exposition of the lives of 
personages who maintain government, or of the 
forces which constitute government."49  
 
But H.A.L. Fisher simplifies it to say that the political novel… 
 
"...concerns itself with men and women engaged in 
contemporary political life and discussing 
contemporary  political ideas."50 
 
Joseph L. Blotner makes it very specific by adding that… 
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" ...a political novel is ... a book which directly 
describes, interprets or analyses political 
phenomena."51 
 
But from Irving Howe point of view, political novel means:  
 
" ...a novel in which political ideas play a dominant 
role or in which the political milieu is the dominant 
setting."52  
 
He further goes on to add that it may be so in the mind of the major characters:  
 
" ...so that there is to be observed in their behaviour, 
and they are themselves aware of, some coherent 
political loyalty or ideological affiliation. They now 
think in terms of supporting or opposing society as 
such; they rally to one or another embattled segment 
of society; and they do so in the name of, and under 
prompting from, an ideology."53  
 
All these statements point more towards the content of the political novel 
than its form. In other words, they do not reckon the aesthetic input but the 
thematic preoccupation. It is only Blotner who adds 'interpretation' and 'analysis' 
of the political phenomenon to the thematic concerns. But even he does not 
specify the nature and form of the process applied to interpretation and analysis 
from the stand point of aesthetic structure and form of such a type of novel. The 
process may even be human in a general way without being political. That is 
emphasizing the socio-human repercussions of the political. Even the test of 'the 
political' lies in its socio-human ends than its theoretical formulations. All political 
programmes generate their reactions in the lives of the people, who ultimately 
fashion the course of future politics in their human way. That is why Stephen 
Spender states that...  
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"....the writer who refuses to recognize the political 
nature of the age must to some extent be refusing to 
deal with an experience in which he himself is 
involved."54 
 
All these considerations prove that one way or the other the writer and politics are 
intertwined with one another in their interaction with the public, without being 
emphatic or dogmatic about commitments. Wolfgang Iser holds that... 
  
"...unlike philosophies or ideologies, literature does 
not make its selections and its decision explicit. 
Instead its selections or records the signals of 
external reality in such a way that the reader himself 
is to find the motives underderlying the questions, 
and in doing so he participates in producing the 
meanings."55  
 
George Orwell too believes that...  
 
"...politicians and artists do not go well together. 
The goal of a politician is always limited, partial, 
short-term, oversimplified. It has to be, to have any 
hope of realization. As a principle of action, it 
cannot afford to consider its own imperfections and 
the possible virtues of its opponents. It cannot afford 
to dwell on the pathos and the tragedy of all human 
endeavors. In short, it must exclude the very things 
that are valuable to art."56  
 
Novel cannot be fully political unless it becomes the handmaid of socialist 
realism intending to change the very structure of both consciousness and art 
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ending in a kind of autocratic formalism. Such a kind of political novel will be 
more programmatic than creative surrendering artistic freedom in the process and 
bargain. The extent of the politicality of a novel therefore must be measured from 
its artistic necessity and synthesis in the creative process of the product. For 
literature is not reducible to, or simply derivative of another order. Nor can its 
process be genetically conditioned. But, as suggested by Alan Swingewood:  
 
"genuine creative literature, while not escaping 
ideological influences, will strive to criticize the 
existing order, to transcend its immediately given 
forms."57 
  
All these statements, so diametrically opposite in their stands towards the 
definition of the genre, seem to cancel one another, leading to a belief that novel 
can neither escape being political nor be fully political. It is basically given to 
depicting man's struggle at assimilating the discordant strands and notes of its 
milieu into an aesthetic whole. Politics is part of man's history and it is men who 
make history. It, therefore, remains to be the privilege of the writer as man to 
decide upon the extent to which he may participate or stay away from the political 
goings on around him. Should the political atmosphere and milieu be so intense 
and touching the core of personal and collective life the writer perhaps may not 
look for escape routes to his autonomy except through sharing in the upheaval. 
The history of fiction in all countries shows the same route and direction. Indian 
fiction in English specially, is no exception to this tendency. It picks up the 
strands necessary for its needs from the contexts of the available socio-political 
history and movements of its times for creative expression either in the urgency of 
their origin or in retrospect; The Indian political novel in English took its roots 
only with the upsurge of nationalism and revolt against the foreign rule.  
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Chapter-2 
Khushwant Singh: The Man and the Writer 
 
I 
 
Khushwant`s biggest attribute is that he speaks what he feels. He is honest 
to the extent that he offends even his friends and icons revered by people. It does 
not matter to him that it jeopardizes his chances in life. It is this quality that made 
Gandhi into a Mahatma. In Indian literary history Khushwant Singh`s name is 
bound to evolve as one of the finest historians and novelists, a forthright political 
commentator, and an outstanding observer and social critic. He is attributed with 
freethinking. Kushwant Singh`s comparisons of social and behavioral 
characteristics of Indians and Westerners are the examples of his acid wit. He 
brought history to our doorsteps. Khushwant Singh is very truthful about himself. 
Singh says:  
 
“My concern is not with my outward appearance, 
my untidy turban, unkempt beard or my glazed look.  
(I have been told that my eyes are those of a lustful 
budmash) but what lies behind the physical the real 
me compounded of conflicting emotions like love 
and hate, general irritability and occasional 
equipoise, angry denunciation and tolerance of 
another's point of view, rigid adherence to self- 
prescribed regimen and accommodation of others' 
convenience.”1  
 
Khushwant Singh was born on Feb. 2, 1915 at village Hadali in Khushab 
district Sargodha, Punjab - now in Pakistan. Khushwant Singh's family came from 
a tiny hamlet called Hadali that is located about seven miles west of the river 
Jhelum and about forty miles south of the Khewra Salt Mine range (now in 
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Pakistan). His parents, Lady Varyam Kaur and Sir Sobha Singh migrated to Delhi 
taking Khshwant Singh's elder brother with them. The young Khushwant Singh 
was left behind in Hadali in the care of his paternal grandmother. Hadali had a 
profound influence upon him. It was a small village with barely 300 families 
living there, most of them Muslims. The earliest influence on Khushwant Singh 
was that of his grandmother. He was extremely close to her and continued to share 
the same room with her till he was nineteen years old. He has written a poignant 
short story about her entitled. "The Portrait of a Lady". She would constantly be 
engaged in reciting the holy scriptures The Granth Sahib and Sukhmani, the psalm 
of peace. This greatly influenced Singh and probably triggered his interest in 
religion. This perhaps led him to later specialize in Sikhism. He translated the 
Sikh morning prayer Japji, composed by Guru Nanak, the founder of Sikhism. He 
also wrote a book entitled, The Sikhs. His parents had rented a small shack where 
his father had taken contracts for the building of a new capital of India, New 
Delhi. The life of a contractor as Singh saw his father lead has been presented in 
meticulous detail in the chapters like "The life of a contractor”  and "The 
Builders" in his novel Delhi. The diplomatic attitude adopted by Sir Sobha Singh 
and by the other Indians in their dealings with the British officers has been 
depicted by Khushwant Singh in his second novel. “I Shall Not Hear the 
Nightingale.”  
   
In Delhi Khushwant Singh attended the Modern School for nine years. It 
was a nationalist school; leaders like Mahatma Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru and 
Sarojini Naidu were invited to address the students. By Singh's own admission 
these were the worst years of his life. This was due to the fact that he was neither 
good at studies nor at games and was caned quite often. Singh's school days touch 
upon some raw nerve in his psyche. Khushwant Singh passed his matriculation in 
1930. Thereafter came the most carefree years of his college life. He first joined 
St. Stephen's College in Delhi which was run by the Cambridge Mission and was 
regarded as the best in northern India. Academically, Khushwant Singh fared as 
poorly as he had in school. By this time Sir Sobha Singh had acquired a large 
double-storied house with three acres of lawn, a fruit and vegetable garden, a 
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tennis court, two cars, and hordes of servants. The number of family members has 
also increased and he now had two more siblings: a brother and a sister. 
Khushwant Singh and his elder brother were given motorcycles and this was a 
major factor that led him to have a good time in college. There were only five 
boys in St. Stephen's with motorcycles; all Sikhs. The prosperity of his father and 
of the other contractors and the resultant consequences upon their children has 
been presented in Delhi. Khushwant Singh's two years at college were not 
outstanding in any manner, and were spent more in playing mediocre hockey and 
tennis than in studying. Singh was probably instigated towards his literary 
aspirations during this time. He attended the Bible classes regularly which though 
optional, interested Singh immensely. This is because he began to love the 
language of the Old and the New Testament. His favourite reading was the Old 
Testament, not for the teachings but for the "sonorous language."  
 
The Government College was known for its excellence in sports. The 
Indian Olympic hockey team always had four or five players from the college. 
Khushwant Singh's proximity with hockey and other sports in St. Stephen's and in 
Government College led him to later write the short story, "Man How the 
Government of India Run !". This story focuses upon a volleyball match. There 
were several literary influences on Singh as well. Like Ahmed Shah Bukhari, a 
member of the staff, who was one of the best after dinner speakers in English that 
Singh, has heard till date; and he was also a writer of extremely witty Urdu prose. 
There were also a couple of Urdu writers - Tahseer and Imtiaz Ali Taj. They 
translated the English classics, Figaro and Shakespeare's Midsummer Night's 
Dream into Urdu. There was Faiz Ahmed Faiz whose poems were widely 
published and highly acclaimed by the critics. He was later to become the bright 
and rising star of Urdu poetry. Other contemporaries at college who made a name 
for themselves later were: actors Balraj Sahani and Dev Anand. Actress Kamini 
Kaushal (then known as Uma Kashyap), and directors Chetan Anand and B. R. 
Chopra. In this way, college was a rich, varied and creative experience for 
Khushwant Singh. He later wrote an essay. "Chetan Anand" in his book entitled, 
Women and Men in My life.  
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Khushwant Singh had little hope of entering either Oxford or Cambridge 
as he passed his Bachelor of Arts examination in the third division. Of all the 
London colleges where he could be admitted, Singh chose King's College only 
because of its regal name. This indicates that the desire to be different from the 
masses was embedded in Khushwant Singh's subconscious.  Later it led him to 
make a distinct name for himself in the literary world. He planned to qualify for 
the Bar. Accordingly he set off for England in 1934. His first sea voyage was 
aboard the Italian ship, conte Rosso. The ambience that he experienced has 
probably been recreated later as a backdrop to his story, "Maiden Voyage of the 
Jal Hindia". In England, Khushwant Singh fell in love with the country and the 
people. Although preoccupied with girls most of the time, he did manage to pass 
in his first year tests. During his summer vacations in India, Singh bragged a great 
deal about his exploits with English girls. This perhaps was his first attempt at 
creating fiction. The fascination of Indians for western women found expression 
later, in various stories like: Mr.Singh and the Colour Bar", The Sardarji and the 
Starlet", "Maiden Voyage of the Jal Hindia" and "The Great Difference". Back in 
England, Singh moved into the country. He took a room with a retired professor, 
F.S. Marvin, who had written several books.  This association probably attracted 
him towards the literary world. His keen love for nature too was kindled during 
this time. His regular walks in the woods with the profusely flowering azaleas and 
resounding with the intoxicating melody of bird song cast a spell over him. Later 
Khushwant Singh imbued his fiction with a wealth of detail when describing flora, 
fauna, the seasons and various natural phenomena. This is seen in his description 
of the monsoons in his first novel, Train to Pakistan. His empathy for animals is 
evident in the short story, "The Fawn" and also in the first chapter of his second 
novel, I shall Not Hear the Nightingale. Singh has also written a book entitled, 
Nature Watch. During this time he came across Kaval Malik who had been his 
junior in Modern School. She had grown into a veritable beauty and was courted 
by several highly eligible young men. Khushwant Singh fell desperately in love 
with her. His chances of marrying her were slim because he did not belong to the 
coveted Indian Civil Service and was studying to become a mere lawyer. Also, his 
father was a builder and had to take contracts from the Public Works Department 
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where Kaval's father was a senior engineer. In spite of all such obstacles Singh 
managed to woo Kaval and also persuaded her parents to agree to the match. The 
engagement occurred soon after. Khushwant Singh became a Barrister-all-Law of 
the Inner Temple. He also appeared for the Indian Civil Service exam. To his 
surprise he found that he had been the only candidate (English or Indian) to score 
full marks in the viva voce. However, he just missed getting through due to 
insufficient marks in the overall result.  
 
Khushwant Singh returned home in 1939 with the simultaneous outbreak 
of the Second World War. His marriage in October 1939 was celebrated on a 
lavish scale. That was due to the fact that his father was the biggest owner of real 
estate in Delhi, and his father-in-law had become the Chief Engineer of PWD (the 
first Indian to become one). After a brief honeymoon to Mount Abu in Rajasthan, 
the newly weds shifted to Lahore. Sir Sobha Singh had provided the couple with a 
new Ford and rented an apartment and office near the Lahore High Court. His 
love-life and marriage find almost no parallel in his fiction. This is probably 
because while being autobiographical to a great extent in his works, Singh drew a 
clearly discernible line as far as his intimate personal life is concerned. In Lahore, 
Khushwant Singh was accepted everywhere due to his well-to-do status and 
family connections. He joined the two exclusive clubs of Lahore including the 
Gymkhana that rarely admitted Indians. The long hours spent in the clubs found 
expression in his fiction. He has grounded one of his stories entitled, "India is a 
Strange Country" in the Gymkhana club. Socially he was also invited to the 
homes of judges, ministers and eminent lawyers. But all this did not bring him any 
clients. He made virtually no progress as a lawyer. In spite of hobnobbing with the 
British, Khushwant Singh remained true to his Indian roots and was contemptuous 
of the wogs, an abusive term for Asians, or the westernized oriental gentlemen. 
This is expressed in his various stories like the memorable, "Karma", and the 
poignant, "A Bride for the Sahib". As Vasant A. Shahane rightly points out:  
 
"Khushwant Singh's art and mind are permeated by 
a genuine Punjabi consciousness. His art is deeply 
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rooted in the soil deriving vitality from the vigorous 
energy that characterizes a Punjabi. Unlike the work 
of some other Indo-Anglian writers, his writing has 
grown out of the grass roots of the social milieu. His 
Mano Majra is a novel centering on a Punjab village 
and his real experiences provide him with the 
necessary setting and understanding of men and 
situations in rural India ".2 
   
Khushwant Singh spent some of his time in his office and some in the 
hearings of other senior lawyers' cases. He even worked as a junior to the then top 
criminal lawyer. Finally he began taking undefended murder cases for a pittance. 
He also became a part-time lecturer at the law college. Soon law ceased to interest 
him. It is evident that the aversion lasted a long time because Singh has not based 
a single story or novel that is associated with or deals with the legal profession. 
Instead he took to reading English classics and poetry which he had bypassed 
during his college days. Thus subconsciously he was laying the foundation for his 
literary career. Khushwant Singh depended upon his father to maintain himself in 
the style he was accustomed to because though his practice had increased 
somewhat, his earnings were not much. Sir Sobha Singh being a generous man 
and perhaps being overly fond of his son bought him a sprawling bungalow and 
twice replaced his Ford car with new ones each time. All through the war Singh 
stayed in Lahore. During this time he developed a deep and abiding friendship 
with Mansur Qadir. Mansur was rising rapidly in the legal profession and later 
went on to become the foreign minister and the chief justice of Pakistan. 
Khushwant Singh has written an extremely touching essay, "Mansur Qadir".  
 
"We would often ask ourselves: Will Mansur 
approve of this? Such combination of ability, 
integrity, consideration and kindness, I have never 
found in any other human being". 3 
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Khushwant Singh had no intention of becoming a writer, and he did not have any 
illusion about his capacity to handle words. He had actually trained to be a lawyer. 
However, since not many cases came his way, he had plenty of time to read and 
indulge in gossip. The first few cases that came his way as counsel appointed by 
the court were to defend those people on trial for murder who could not afford 
lawyers. He received Rs.16/- per day to do so. Singh made it a point to visit sites 
where the murder had taken place, interviewed the person arrested and talked to 
his friends and relatives. All this gave him an insight into the lives of the Punjab 
peasantry and exposure to the countryside. This was a fairly new experience for 
him as well as for his friends. So he would relate his experiences to his drinking 
companions and became something of a raconteur. It came as a pleasant surprise 
to him to observe that he was able to hold the attention of his listeners. Some 
times one of his friends would make the suggestion that he should write about 
them. However, Khushwant Singh's poor academic record deterred him from 
taking up the pen. Writing was for those who had a brilliant academic record, and 
not for someone like him who had barely scraped through his exams. It took him 
several years to overcome this feeling of inferiority. He was able to do so only 
after he heard stories read out by men with great academic distinction, and read 
Indian novelists who had become successful, like: Mulk Raj Anand, Raja Rao, 
and R. K. Narayan. This led him to conclude that one does not have to be a good 
student to be a good storyteller. And finally he gained confidence to venture into 
the field of writing. The opportunity came to him after the independence of India 
and the Partition. Khushwant Singh's discovery of his own talent should serve as 
an inspiration to all budding writers who have doubts about their own abilities. 
The British had decided to pull out, but after the division of India. Lahore was to 
become a part of Pakistan. Violence had broken out in 1946. Hindus and Sikhs 
were being massacred brutally in northwestern Punjab, Lahore and Amritsar. By 
the middle of 1947 it was evident that Hindus and Sikhs would have to leave 
Pakistan. Singh was reluctant to love; but the mutual hatred between the two 
communities had escalated to a great extent. Khushwant Singh decided to leave 
Lahore temporarily (entrusting his home to Mansur) until the violence subsided. 
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He was unable to return and came back after a couple of years as a guest of 
Mansur Qadir.  
 
All this caused considerable anguish to Singh who went on to write the 
deeply moving, and award winning novel, Train to Pakistan based on the events 
just prior to the Partition. On the eve of the 50th year of India’s Independence, a 
commercial film was made on the same novel. It has been directed by Pamela 
Rooks and stars the award winning actor, Nirmal Pandey. This film gives the post-
independence generation a feel of the heart-rending events that preceded the 
Partition. Even though Singh lost his home and livelihood, he was secretly 
relieved because he had the perfect excuse to give up law which he had begun to 
hate. He applied for a job in the Ministry of External Affairs. Khushwant Singh 
was appointed as an information officer in the High Commission in London. Thus 
he was back in London where he happened to land in the middle of a tricky 
situation. At that time the high commissioner was Krishna Menon who had been 
hand-picked for the job by Indian's Prime Minister Jawahar Lal Nehru. Singh's 
boss was Sudhir Ghosh who considered himself to be superior to Menon. As a 
result they clashed frequently. The Home Minister Sardar Patel was also in charge 
of foreign publicity and supported Ghosh. Ultimately matters reached a climax 
and Menon had sent Ghosh back to India, making Khushwant Singh the 
scapegoat. Patel avenged this by transferring Singh to Ottawa. However, this 
proved to be a blessing in disguise for Singh. Later he wrote an article, "My Days 
with Krishna Menon" included in his book, Not a Nice Man to know.  In Ottawa 
Khushwant Singh's boss happened to be his wife's Uncle, H.W. Malik who spent 
most of his time at the golf course and at diplomatic receptions. In any case there 
was not much work to be done and Singh began, writing short stories, and 
cultivated as a writer, poet and editor of literary journals. It was here that his 
works began to first appear in print, in publication like Harper's ‘The Canadian 
Forum and Saturday Night’. He developed a close and long lasting friendship with 
several Canadians. He traveled all over the country, went skiing, took long walks 
in the beautiful Maple forests, hiked in the majestic Rocky mountains and reveled 
in the glory of nature. This close communion with nature gave him a keen eye for 
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detail when describing the natural surroundings in his stories and novels. This 
gave a realistic and earthy flavour to his fiction. Whether it is the picturesque 
depiction of the Punjab countryside in "A Punjab Pastoral" or the mystique of the 
wooded hills in "The Memsahib of Mandla". Khushwant Singh's power of 
observation is clearly evident. Much later he also made a highly rated television 
serial, The World of Nature for Doordarshan. Simultaneously he began to have 
differences with the high commissioner. Just before matters came to a head he 
received his transfer orders back to England. Jawahar Lal Nehru had taken charge 
of external publicity and on Menon's insistence; Khushwant Sing was to be 
appointed as the public relations officer. He later wrote a story based on a 
supposedly fictitious incident that occurred with the public relations officer of the 
Indian High Commission entitled, "The Interview".  His second posting in 
England led Khushwant Singh to take a concrete decision regarding his future 
career. He soon grew bored with the endless socializing that consisted of 
numerous lunches, cocktails and receptions.  
 
Keeping in tune with his literary aspirations Singh made his home a virtual 
meeting place of journalists. He had brought several cases of premium scotch with 
him from Canada. Scotch had become scarce in post-war England. As a result, his 
parties were immensely popular. Eminent journalists like: Kingsley Martin, 
Harold Evans, William Clarke, David Astor; writers like: C.P. Snow, Prof. C.E.M. 
Joad; and poets: Auden, Louis MacNeice, Dylan Thomas; all frequented his place. 
He was later to write an essay entitled, "Ungentle into the Good Night: Dylan 
Thomas". This was a part of his book, Need for a New Religion in India and Other 
Essays. At this time his first collection of short stories, The Mark of Vishnu based 
mostly on his experiences in Lahore and Ottawa was published by the Saturn 
Press. It received good reviews everywhere. At this point Khushwant Singh began 
seriously toying with the idea of taking up writing as a full-time career. He was 
also becoming disenchanted with the High Commissioner, Krishna Menon.  
Menon's discourteous behaviour and attempts to humiliate him became 
unbearable, Singh decided to quit instead of asking for a transfer. He was fast 
approaching forty and he had to decide soon about the rest of his life. Khushwant 
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Singh took a hard decision and resigned in 1951. He gave up the privileges of 
diplomatic life, invitations to the Buckingham Palace, embassy receptions, 
unlimited supply of duty-free liquor, and the like; in favour of an uncertain future. 
He did not consult any one, not even his wife because at that point of time the 
communication channels between the two had almost broken down. Khushwant 
Singh sent his wife, two children and servants to India.  
 
This scenario proved useful to provide the background to the story, "The 
Sardarji and the Starlet". This story is based on a true incident that involved his 
classmate of a Government College. Khushwant Singh has also written an essay 
on him entitled "N. Iqbal Singh" in his book, Women and Men in My Life. He soon 
realized that he would have to specialize in some subject in order to make a 
distinct name for himself in the literary world. He decided to take up the study of 
the Sikhs. He also wrote The Sikhs, a book about the history of his people. In this 
book, Khushwant Singh made the controversial prediction that by the next century 
the Sikhs would merge back into the Hindu community. By now, Singh had run 
through his savings and since none of his three books had earned him much, he 
decided to return home. In the summer of 1951, Khushwant Singh was back to 
square one, in Delhi, living in his father's house and dependent upon his 
generosity. This was a difficult period in his life. He had to suffer the caustic 
comments and sarcastic remarks of his friends and relatives. Everybody believed 
that he had made a mess of his life. To escape from this depressing atmosphere, 
Singh decided to shift to Bhopal . Sir Sobha Singh owned an ice cream factory, an 
orchard and a house adjacent to the lake. Khushwant Singh has given a description 
of his train journey from Delhi to Bhopal in his essay, "Sex in Indian Life". This is 
one of the essays in his book, We Indians. He began living all alone in the house 
and worked every morning on his first novel based upon the Partition of India. He 
spent the rest of his time bird watching, walking through the woods and drinking 
himself to sleep. He completed the rough draft of Mano Majra (Train to Pakistan) 
in three months and returned back to Delhi.  
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Singh's struggle was not over yet. He was still dependent upon his father. 
The children's education was being paid for by his wife. And to top it, his 
marriage had almost reached breaking point, with his wife's close association with 
his old friend E.N. Mangat Rai. In desperation he took a job with All India Radio. 
He was in charge of the English overseas programmes. This gave him a chance to 
make friends with Nirad C. Chaudhari who then wrote scripts for their 
programmes and Ruth Pawar Jhabalvala, who came sometimes to record radio 
talks. In his essay “Scholar Extraordinary: Nirad C.Chaudhari”, Khushwant 
Singh wrote: 
 
At times he lost his patience with me and loudly 
called me a fool. His wife protested that by using 
that kind of language he would lose the few friends 
he had. “But he is a fool,” retorted Nirad, “if he 
doesn’t know these little things, what else can I call 
him? 4 
 
Vasant A. Shahane has pointed out that whereas Chaudhari looks at the West with 
admiration, and even adulation, Singh's attitude to the West is neither adulatory 
nor overly critical. This contrast between Nirad Chaudhari and Khushwant Singh 
is even more pronounced in respect of their approaches to India. Singh has 
observed India both as an insider as well as an outsider. He is unsentimentally 
observant of the West too. He had achieved a delicate balance between his deep 
involvement with India and his unscrupulous objectivity in assessing her 
achievement. Meanwhile, Singh got his novel typed by Tatty, the American wife 
of the English diplomat Walter Bell. Tatty Bell believed that the novel was 
worthless. Despite this disparaging assessment Khushwant Singh sent the 
manuscript to the Grove Press of New York. They had just announced a thousand-
dollar award for the best work of fiction from India. By this time he was in his 
second year with the ‘All India Radio’. Once he happened to interview Dr. Luther 
Evans, the Director General of UNESCO in Paris. There was an instant rapport 
between the two. Soon after Singh received an offer to take over as the deputy 
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head of The Mass Communication Division of UNESCO in Paris. A thoroughly 
relieved Khushwant Singh jumped at the offer and resigned from his job. He set 
off for Paris by Ship. His numerous sea voyages have found a place in several of 
his stories like, "My Own My Native Land". In Paris too there was not much work 
to be done. Khushwant Singh spent most of his time in writing letters and in 
attending various conferences and receptions in different parts of the world like 
Madrid, Geneva and London. It was during his stay in Paris that the Grove Press 
Award was announced for his novel. This was the best news that Singh had had in 
a long time. His novel had been accepted by a number of European publishers 
including Chatto and Windus (London) and Gallimard (France). The book was 
published under two titles: Mano Majra and Train to Pakistan. In German it was 
entitled Dia Brucke am Satledsh. The novel received rave reviews everywhere. By 
now Singh had got tried of the petty office politics that prevailed in his 
organization. He soon resigned and sent his family back to India. Khushwant 
Singh moved into a cottage near Houndan and began work on his second full 
length novel. He had the rough draft of the novel, I Shall not Hear the 
Nightingale, and read in three months. Nissim Ezekiel in his review of this novel 
wrote:  
 
"Whatever else may be said about Khushwant 
Singh's second novel, it must be said that the 
characters in it are interestingly odious''.5 
 
Subsequently Singh sailed back to Delhi. Once again Khushwant Singh 
had to endure the barbed shaft of everyone. This was because writing was 
regarded as an amusing hobby and not a serious profession. And, even now his 
wife was paying for the children's education and he himself depended upon his 
father's help. In order to prove his worth, Singh took up a job as the chief editor of 
Yojana. This was a weekly publication (in both Hindi and English) brought out by 
the Planning Commission Khushwant Singh worked extremely hard to make the 
publication a success. He traveled the length and breadth of the country with his 
photographer T.S.Nataranjan. Singh learnt a great deal about the real India and 
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wrote about everything he saw. But it was all in vain. The circulation of Yojana 
refused to pick up. The reading public dismissed it as government propaganda. 
The distribution of the journal was also poor. Khushwant Singh was unable to deal 
with the mutual rivalry between senior officials and government ministers and 
often found himself caught in between. This time too, fate came to Singh's rescue 
and he happened to meet the talent scout of the Rockefeller Foundation. The scout 
had read The Sikhs and offered him the chance to do a more comprehensive work 
on the same subject. Singh readily took it up because this would give him the 
opportunity to make up for the shoddy work he had done on his own community 
in The Sikhs. He prepared the project report and got the Aligarh Muslim 
University to sponsor his application. He deliberately chose a Muslim University 
in order to prove that the mutual antagonism between the Sikhs and Muslims was 
a myth. As soon as his application was accepted, Singh resigned from his job at 
Yojana. Although the Rockefeller deal was not very lucrative, it did prove 
beneficial towards furthering Khushwant Singh's career. At that time his son was 
studying in King's College, Cambridge; the expenses for which were done by his 
wife. He left his daughter in a school in Mussoorie and left for London with his 
wife. Khushwant Singh was able to accomplish a great deal in London. He 
accumulated a lot of material on the Sikhs at the India Office Library. He wrote a 
biography of Maharajah Ranjit Singh, as well as a book on the ten years of turmoil 
that followed his death. This was done in three months time after which his wife 
returned to India, and Singh left for America and Canada. He intended to gather 
information about the Sikh community that had settled there. Here Khushwant 
Singh was able to gather considerable material, which had until then remained 
untapped. Finally after he was clear in his mind about how he would shape his 
book. Khushwant Singh began writing with the help of Yvonne Le Rougetel. This 
English woman had been his secretary at UNESCO.  
 
After several months of hard work the book began to take shape. His 
fellowship soon ended and he was not granted an extension. But with dogged 
determination Singh persisted regardless. At long last the two volumes were ready 
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after four years. This work gave him a sense of satisfaction as he had never felt 
before. He believed that at last he had justified his existence.  
 
A History of the Sikhs, Vol. 1 and Vol. 2 were published by both, the 
Princeton and the Oxford University Press. By now Khushwant Singh began to be 
regarded as an authority on the Sikhs. He was asked by the Encyclopaedia 
Britannica to write their items on Sikhs and Sikh History. Overnight he was in 
demand everywhere. The Spalding Trust of Oxford invited him to deliver a series 
of lectures on Sikhism. Princeton University invited him to teach Comparative 
Religion Simultaneously several of his short stories and articles appeared in 
American, British, and Indian journals. He was commissioned by the New York 
Times and the Observer (London) to write for them. Thus, Khushwant Singh 
entered the world of serious journalism.  
 
After a short period at Princeton and Hawaii, Singh began to teach Indian 
Religious and Contemporary Indian Politics at Swarthmore College. These 
lectures were later published under the title. Vision of India. His stint at 
Swarthmore laid the foundation for the pattern of life that Khushwant Singh 
follows to this day. It was here that he developed his legendary respect for time. 
He began to eat little, drink more and became a stickler for time. Khushwant 
Singh follows a strict regimen in his daily life to this day. This is a diametrically 
opposed to his image as a merry Sardar who is also a drunkard and a womanizer. 
He gets up around 4 a.m. prepares tea for himself and his guards. Then read The 
Hindustan Times, listen to music on the transistor. The rest of the day is spent in 
reading other paper, book (he read one book everyday), letter (he make it a point 
to answer each one to them), writing review translating book and poetry, working  
upon his column, and books. In the evening a swim provides additional exercise. 
This is allowed by some reading, some T.V. and then his quota of three scotches, 
an early dinner and bed by 10 p.m. Guests are invariable asked to leave by 9 p.m. 
The credit or keeping to this regimen goes to his wife as well. She makes sure that 
guests, howsoever distinguished, do not overstay their welcome. The routine 
varies somewhat when he is socializing, or is out of Delhi. This discipline has no 
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doubt helped Khushwant Sing to make a distinct name for himself in the literary 
world. In order to prepare for his lectures, Singh read a lot about India and in this 
way learnt a great deal more about his own country. It was here that Khushwant 
Singh studied and learnt about the major religions of the worlds, like; Christianity, 
Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Shikhism. Based upon his understanding of the 
various religions, the agnostic Singh developed his own personal religion. This 
has been outlined in his article. "Need for a New Religion in India ". He has 
written several other essays like “Religion”, “Opium of the Masses” and “Religion 
versus Morality”. Several books also followed on the same topic, some of which 
are:  Shri Ram : A biography, Religion of the Shikhs, and Guru Gobind Singh - the 
Saviour. Singh had now become a professor with several books to his credit, 
starting with an incredibly poor academic record. In spite of such laudable 
achievements, Khushwant Singh did not develop a swollen head: 
 
 I had no illusion about my being a good teacher or a 
great writer. But I always managed to raise a laugh 
whenever I spoke. I am a born jester. And whatever 
rubbish I wrote, got published.6  
 
While Singh was still at Swarthmore he was invited to take over as the 
editor of The Illustrated Weekly of India. He had been offered the position earlier 
as well, but he had been unable to take it up. At that time he had been committed 
to the Rockefeller Foundation. This time round he had no such compulsions.  
 
In 1969 Khushwant Singh reached Bombay to join The Illustrated Weekly. 
In anticipation, his son Rahul had resigned his job with The Times of India as he 
did not wish to work at the same place as his father. Rahul Singh took over the 
editorship of Reader's Digest instead. Everyday Khushwant Singh was in office an 
hour before anyone else. During that hour he managed to finish his entire day's 
work. This consisted of writing the editorial, making captions, editing stories and 
articles, and answering the unanswered mail.  Khushwant Singh realized that just 
as he had not known much about India prior to his job at Swarthmore, likewise 
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was the case with most Indians. So he started a series on the different sub-
communities of India like Lingavats, Jats, Aiyers, Chitpavans, Aiyengars, 
Vokkalingas, Gujars, Memons, Khojas, Boharas and the like. The result was 
miraculous. Each issue was a sellout. The Weekly, which had till now been at the 
bottom of all the TOI publications shot to the top with a wide margin. As the 
circulation of the Weekly climbed, so did Khushwant Singh's reputation. He 
became a cult figure of sorts and acquired a formidable reputation at this time.      
 
He came to be admired by many and at the same time was hated and 
envied by several of his colleagues. Khushwant Singh had three assistant editors, 
of whom, Fatima Zakaria the junior most managed to become his number two. 
This was by virtue of the fact that she was an excellent organizer. She assumed the 
role of a mother hen to the other more prolific writers like: Bachi Kanga, R.G.K, 
Raju Bharatan, M.J. Akabar, Jiggs Kalra and Bikram Vohara. Khushwant Singh's 
social life too began to revolve around the Zakarias. He made friends with almost 
all the friends of the Zakarias. These included Faisal Essa, Consul General of 
Kuwait, Rajani Patel-The architect, Ibrahim Qadri, the Chudasamas, and 
numerous others. However, he did make a few friends on his own like: Ghafoor 
Noorani, the Palkhiwalas, the Sorabjis, Saryu Doshi, Devyani Chaubal, Nina 
Merchant, Nirmala Matthan, Trilochan, Bir Sahni and the Advanis. For his book, 
Women and Men in My Life, he wrote a couple of essays about the friends he 
made during this time. The essays in Khushwant Singh's inimitably witty, 
forthright and poignant style are: "Devyani Chaubal" and "Nirmala Matthan". It 
was during this time that the bulb logo that graces Khushwant Singh column was 
designed by Mario Miranda. Apart from him, R.K. Lakshman was also a regular 
visitor at his office. Khushwant Singh's tenure with the weekly was quite 
controversial. His views about religion for one, were unpalatable for many. He is 
an agnostic and boldly wrote against the conventional religiosity and the cult of 
so-called god-man. He frequently published photographs of inadequately clothed 
young women along with a reasonable excuse each time. The result was angry 
protests. It was alleged that The Weekly, formerly a family magazine was being 
turned into a trashy rag. At the same time the circulation kept on increasing, and 
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by the time Khushwant Sing was fired, the circulation had increased from a mere 
80,000 to over four lakhs. It was the nine famous or infamous years with The 
Weekly that gave Singh his "unsavoury reputation'' that has lasted till today. He 
became the most widely-read journalist, the most discussed editor, sought after by 
socialites, Industrialists and politicians alike. In 1975, he was honoured with the 
Padma Bhushan by the Indian Government for his distinguished contribution to 
literature and journalism.      
  
However, just as all good things come to an end, so did Khushwant Singh's 
tenure at The Weekly. The end was as bad as his editorship was good. Singh had 
already been given two extensions at the Weekly and he expected to get a third. 
But the political compulsions of the day dictated otherwise. Khushwant Singh had 
always supported Indira Gandhi and Sanjay Gandhi. This was unacceptable to the 
Prime Minister Morarji Desai. This was conveyed to Singh by the proprietor 
Ashok Jain. M.V. Kamath was to take his place. Accepting all this, he had written 
a touching article bidding everyone a nostalgic farewell. He expected a poignant 
farewell party with favourable speeches from some, as the staff had almost 
become an extended family. He got a rude shock instead. A week before he was to 
leave, he arrived in office and was abruptly handed a letter asking him to quit 
immediately. Apparently somebody had spread the false rumour that he had 
written a bitter piece on the highhandedness of the management. Greatly 
distressed, Singh left promptly. The hurt of this inglorious exit haunts him till this 
day. His farewell piece was published in several papers subsequently. It is 
included in his book, Not a Nice Man to Know under the title, "Farewell to the 
Illustrated Weekly''.  Soon after Khushwant Singh resumed work on his novel 
Delhi on which he had been working off and on. A couple of months later he left 
for Delhi. He had received several tempting offers but chose to edit Indira 
Gandhi's National Herald without any pay. This was a losing proposition right 
from the beginning. The staff was often on strike because of not having been paid 
for months. Twice the police raided the office in an attempt to implicate the 
manager in some illegal business deals. Tired of all the petty intrigues, Singh 
resigned after three months. He took up the editorship of New Delhi, a fortnightly 
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magazine that had been launched by the Anada Bazaar Group of Publications. 
This too did not take off properly. The reason was that the magazine was printed 
in Calcutta and almost never appeared on the stalls in time. Khushwant Singh's 
trials did not last long. Mrs. Gandhi was soon back in power and remembered him 
for unwavering support through her bed years. He was offered the choice of 
becoming either the High commissioner in London, or a member of the Rajya 
Sabha as well as the editor of The Hindustan Times, he chose the latter. In 1980 he 
became a member of the Parliament and, also the editor of the largest circulating 
newspaper of Delhi. Singh's six years in Parliament coincided with an important 
phase in the history of modern India. This was the time when trouble in Punjab 
erupted. Khushwant Singh being a nominated member was not expected to speak 
against the government on controversial issues. Regardless of this, he spoke 
fervently against the army storming the Golden Temple (he returned his Padma 
Bhushan as a protest) and the massacre of the Sikhs following the assassination of 
Mrs. Gandhi. Due to his apparent disloyalty in the Parliament, his three-year 
contract with The Hindustan Times was not renewed. The proprietor, K.K. Birla, 
however, asked Singh to continue writing his weekly column "With Malice 
Towards One and All". This column was through the years picked up by over fifty 
papers and enjoys a faithful readership to this day. Khushwant Singh was well 
aware of the fact that he would not be given a second term in Parliament as well. 
This was because Rajiv Gandhi was completely against his renomination, even 
though the President, Zail Singh was all in his favour. Khushwant Singh has based 
several of his essays and articles on this period of his life. He has sketched a pen 
portrait of Prabha Dutt, who was his hard-working assistant in The Hindustan 
Times (included in his book, Not a Nice Man to Know). He has also written 
articles entitled: "Khalistan", "My Years in Parliament", "Giani ZailSingh" and 
"M. Hidayatullah" in his book, “Sex, Scotch and Scholarship.  
 
The growth of Khushwant Singh's literary career has to be seen in the 
context of Punjabi literature. Creative works in Punjabi are characterized by a 
realistic and earthy flavour. All aspects of the physical, whether it is violence or 
sexual explicitness, even crudeness, form an integral part of the Punjabi literary 
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psyche. This has come down through the ages in the form of rustic tales and folk 
songs. This uninhibited approach towards the physical is seen in the works of 
Amrita Pritam, Shiv Kumar Batlavi, Kartar Singh Duggal and several other 
Punjabi writers. Vasant Shahane believes that Khushwant Singh as a writer of 
fiction has been influenced by Indo-Anglian writing as well as Punjabi creative 
writing. The health, realistic spirit and tradition of Punjabi and Urdu works seem 
to have inspired him. His roots have also influenced his style of writing. His use 
of language is down-to-earth, realistic and often an exact translation of the Hindi 
or the Punjabi dialect. His language is a living and vital entity that can be termed 
as Indian-English or Indianism. The critics are of the opinion that Singh 
specializes in the use of Indianism which faithfully depict the gestures, attitudes 
and the vernacular of Punjabi villagers. In 1986 Khushwant Singh retired in order 
to concentrate solely on freelance journalism and writing. He also became the 
consulting editor of Penguin. In 1989, he was at the Wilson Centre of Smithsonian 
in Washington to update his two-volume A History of the Sikhs. There he learnt 
from the library computer records that there were 58 titles to his credit till then. 
This included translation like: Umrao Jaan Ada: Courtesan of Lukhnow by Mirza 
Mohamman Hadi Ruswa. I Take This Woman by Rajinder Singh Bedi, The 
Skeleton and other Writings and Selected poems by Amrita Pritam, Shiqwa and 
Jawab-i-Shikwa - Complaint and Answer, Iqbal's Dialogue with Allah by 
Muhammad Iqbal and several others. He has also been the editor of several books 
like: Land of Five Rivers: Stories from the Punjab, Gurus, Godmen, and Good 
People, Sunset of the Sikh Empire, and some others. He has also written a lively 
play entitled, Tyger Tyger Burning Bright. This entertaining play has never been 
enacted on stage as yet, which is somewhat surprising. In 1990 his third novel 
Delhi which took him twenty-five years to complete was published. A German 
translation of the book has also been published. As of date, Khushwant Singh has 
72 titles under his name. His book, The Best of Khushwant Singh was published in 
1993. The foreword to this book was written by one of the brightest stars of the 
Indian literary firmament, Vikram Seth.  
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Today Khushwant Singh is the most well-known author, columnist and 
journalist of India with an international readership. Since the past several years he 
had been working upon his autobiography. This was intended to be his swan song. 
But Knowing Singh's penchant for not mincing words, it was to be expected that 
the autobiography would cause some ruffled feathers. And it did. In October, 1995 
an extract of his autobiography, Truth, Love and a Little Malice, was published in 
India Today. This greatly upset Menaka Gandhi, the younger daughter-in-law of 
Indira Gandhi and then Minister for Social Justice and Empowerment. She felt 
that portions of the book infringed upon her privacy. Consequently she filed a case 
seeking a stay upon the book. However the question of privacy does not arise 
because, Khushwant Singh has written about the widely-publicized fracas between 
Indira Gandhi and Menaka Gandhi. The incident had occurred in full view of 
public servants, personal secretaries and police officers. Subsequently Menaka 
had to leave the prime ministerial house. At the time this had happened, Menaka 
had herself rung up Khushwant Singh so that he could alert the foreign press. 
Much later the two fell out with each other. The first round has gone to Menaka 
Gandhi with the Court ruling in her favour in April 1997.The Book was scheduled 
to be released in January 1996 but it was published in 2000. Now literary circles 
are waiting for Khushwant Singh's next move.      
 
Singh's importance continues to grow, regardless of all such controversies. 
He has travelled extensively all over the world on invitations to give lectures. This 
has resulted in several travelogues like: "Australia Lone Land of Magnificent 
Distances", "Southern Safari”, “In Japan without Money or Passport", and 
numerous others. What makes Khushwant singh’s travelogues special is his total 
lack of inhibition. He tells it all as he saw it, missing out nothing whether it was a 
rebuffed pass at a girl, a joke at his expense or a lecherous intention that came to 
nothing.      
 
The invitations continue to pour in to this day in spite of his advanced age. 
Khushwant Singh is 95 years old now. The media seeks his opinion regarding 
every important event in the country. In October 1997, he was honoured with the 
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Mondellow award, a literary award given in Italy. He received it for Train to 
Pakistan which was translated into Italian. Singh appears regularly on various 
television programmes that are broadcast by the numerous channels. In spite of his 
stature, he continues to guide and encourage young aspiring writers and 
journalists. At the same time he retains his modesty about his literary abilities. He 
said in a discussion forum on a television proggramme:     
 
I must dispose of the question which people often 
ask me: `What do you think of yourself as a Writer? 
'Without appearing to wear the false cloak of 
humility, let me say quite honestly that I do not rate 
myself very highly.7                                                          
 
In Order to comprehend the works of Khushwant Singh, it is first 
necessary to understand his ideas on fiction and his major concerns. This will give 
a better insight into his choice of themes upon which he has based most of his 
writings. It is fairly obvious that his personal experiences and the historical events 
that shaped the country play a major role in his works.  Critics believe that the 
Punjab countryside, the capital of India-Delhi and the city of London are the most 
important influences upon him. Exposed as he has been to the ideas and attitudes 
of the West, Singh is essentially an Oriental who has succeeded in maintaining his 
Indian self and individuality.  
 
A: Honours and awards:  
1. Reckefeller Grant (1966)  
2. Padma Bhushan, Government of India (1974)  
3. Honest Man of the Year, Sulabh International (2000)  
4. Punjab Rattan Award, The Government of Punjab (2006)  
5. Padma Vibhushan, Government of India (2007) 
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B: His Works:  
a: Shorts stories :  
1. The Mark of Vishnu and Other Stories. London, Saturn Press, 1950.  
2. The Voice of God and Other Stories. Bombay, Jaico, 1957.  
3. A Bride for the Sahib and the Other Stories. New Delhi, Hind, 1967.  
4. Black Jasmine. Bombay, Jaico, 1971.  
5. The Collected Stories. N. P. Ravi Dayal, 1989.  
b: Novels:  
1. Train to Pakistan. London, Chatto and Windus, 1956 New York, Grove 
Press, 1961 ; as Mano Majra, Grove Press, 1956  
2. I Shall Not Hear the Nightingale. New York, Grove Press, 1959; London, 
Calder, 1961.  
3. Delhi : A Novel Penguin Books India 1990  
4. The Company of Women. New Delhi and New York, Viking, 1999  
 
c: Non-Fictional Works :  
1. The Sikhs, London, Allen and Unwin, and New York, Macmilan, 1953.  
2. The Unending Trail, New Delhi, Rajkamal, 1957.  
3. The Sikhs Today: Their Religion, History, Culture, Customs, and Wisy of 
Life, Bombay, Orient Longman, 1959; revised edition, 1964 revised 
edition, New Delhi, Sangam, 1976, 1985  
4. Fall of the Kingdom of the Punjab. Bombay, Orient Longman, 1962 
5. A History of Sikhs 1469-1964, Princeton, New Jersey, Princeton University 
Press, and London, Oxford University Press, 2 vols., 1963-66  
6. Ranjit Singh: Maharajah of the Punjab 1780-1839. London, Allen and 
Unwin, 1963.  
7. Not Wanted in Pakistan, New Delhi, Rajkamal, 1965  
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8. Ghadar, 1915: India's First Armed Revolution, with Satindra Singh, New 
Delhi, R and K 1966.  
9. Homage to Guru Gobind Singh, with Suneet Veer Singh. Bombay, Jaico, 
1966  
10. Shri Ram: A Biography, with Arun Joshi, London, Asia Publishing, 1968  
11. Religion of the Sikhs (lecture). Madras, University of Madras, 1968  
12. Khushwant Singh's India: A Mirror for its Monsters and Monstrosities, 
Bombay, India Book House, 1969  
13. Khushwant Singh's View of India (lectures), edited by Rahul Singh, 
Bombay, India Book House, 1974.  
14. Khushwant Singh on War and Peace in India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, 
edited by Mala Singh, New Delhi, Hind, 1976 
15. Good People, Bad People, edited by Rahul Singh. New Delhi, Orient, 
1977. 
16. Khushwant Singh's India Without Humbug, edited by Rahul Singh, 
Bombay India Book House, 1977  
17. Around the World with Khushwant Singh, edited by Rahul Singh, New 
Delhi, Orient, 1978  
18. Indira Gandhi Returns. New Delhi, Vision, 1979  
19. Editor's page, edited by Rahul Singh. Bombay, India Book House, 1981  
20. We Indians, New Delhi, Orient, 1982  
21. Delhi: A Portrait, New Delhi and Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1983  
22. The Sikhs, photographs by Raghu Rai, Benares, Luster Press, 1984.  
23. Tragedy of the Punjab: Operation Bluestar and After, with Kuldip Nayar, 
New Delhi, Vision, 1984.  
24. Many Faces of Communalism. Chandigarh, Centre for Research in Rural 
and Urban Development, 1985.  
25. My Bleeding Punjab. New Delhi and London, UBSPD, 1992  
26. Women and Men in My Life. New Delhi, UBS Publisher Distributors, 1995  
27. How the Sikhs Lost Their Kingdom. New Delhi, UBS Publishers 
Distributors, 1996  
  59 
28. Editor, with Peter Russell, A Note...on G.V. Desani's "All about H. 
Hatterr" and "Hali." London and Amsterdam, Szeben, 1952  
29. Editor, with Jaya Thadani, Land of the Five Rivers: Stories of the Punjab, 
Bombay, Jaico, 1965. 
30. Editor, Sunset of the Sikh Empire, by Sita Ram Kohli, Bombay, Orient 
Longman 1967.  
31. Editor, I Believe. New Delhi, Hind, 1971  
32. Editor, Love And Friendship. New Delhi, Sterling, 1974.  
33. Editor, with Qurratulain Hayder, Stories from India. New Delhi Sterling 
1974  
34. Editor, Gurus Godmen and Good People. Bombay Orient Longman, 1975.  
35. Editor, with Shobha De, Uncertain Liaisons: Sex, Strife and Togetherness 
in Urban India. New Delhi And London. Viking 1993.  
36. Editor, with Syeda Saiyadain Hameed, A Dream Turns Seventy-Five: The 
Modern School, 1920-1995.-New Delhi, Allied Publishers 1995.  
37. Editor, A Brush with Life: An Autobiography By Satish Gujaral. New 
Delhi. India Penguin Books India 1997  
38. Translator, Jupji: The Sikh Morning Prayer. London, Probsthain, 1959  
39. Translator, With M. A. Husain, Umrao Jan Ada: Courtesan of Lucknow, 
By Mohammed Ruswa. Bombay, Orient Longman 1961.  
40. Translator, With Others, Sacred Writings of The Sikhs. London, Allen And 
Unwin, 1974. 
41. Translator, With Others, Come Back, My Master, And Other Stories, By K. 
S. Duggal. New Delhi Bell. 1978  
42. Translator, Shikwa and Jawab-i-Shikwa/Complaint and Answer: Iqbal's 
Dialogue with Allah, New Delhi and Oxford, Oxford University Press, 
1981.  
43. Translator, Amrita Pritam: Selected Poems. New Delhi, Bhartiya Gnanpith 
1982  
44. Translator, The Skeleton And That Man, By Amrita Pritam. London, 
Oriental University Press. 1987. 
  60 
II 
 
When Singh began his career as a writer, he decided to make a thorough study of 
his own people, the Sikhs: 
 
Writing on Sikhs was a calculated move. I felt that 
in a highly competitive field my best chance was to 
specialize in a subject on which very little had been 
written. No Sikh had published a book on the Sikhs 
either in England or the United States. 8 
 
This is also involved a study of Sikh religion. In order to gain a 
comprehensive understanding of the subject, he read about all the religions of the 
world. As a result of this, he has written several books and essays upon religion. 
Hence it is but natural that one of the major themes in his fiction would be 
religion. In India, there is a close relation between religion and politics. And 
Khushwant Singh is not only a writer but a journalist as well. So he cannot remain 
unaware or untouched by the events that have shaped our country. He is keenly 
aware of the history, culture and polity of India. An important aspect of his 
fiction, especially his novels, is his views on politics.  
 
As Singh believes that the "ring or truth" is the essential hallmark of all 
good fiction, he has mostly written about what he is personally acquainted with. 
His personal experience, close association, and intimate knowledge about the 
subject taken up, always comes through in all his fiction. His first collection of 
short stories, The Mark of Vishnu was the result of his briefless days as a lawyer in 
Lahore. "Almost all of them are based on real life experiences or those related by 
friends. I took minimum liberties with the facts and this only to give them some 
punch."9 Naturally the autobiographical note in his fiction is rather pronounced.  
 
Khushwant Singh has written four novels and five collections of short 
stories. The details of novels are given below. 
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1 Train to Pakistan. London, Chatto and Windus, 1956 New York, Grove 
Press, 1961 ; as Mano Majra, Grove Press, 1956  
2 I Shall Not Hear the Nightingale. New York, Grove Press, 1959; London, 
Calder, 1961.  
3 Delhi : A Novel Penguin Books India 1990  
4 The Company of Women. New Delhi and New York, Viking, 1999  
 
Singh's first novel Train to Pakistan (1956), originally entitled Mano 
Majra, is one of the finest realistic novels of post-World War-II Indo-Anglian 
fiction. The Plot and the narrative sequence of the novel is divided into four parts : 
(i) "Dacoity", (ii) "Kalyug", (iii) "Mano Majra" and (iv) "Karma". Mano majra, a 
tiny village in the Punjab, serves as the fictional setting of Train to Pakistan. It is 
situated on the Indian border, half a mile away from the river Sutlej. In spite of 
bloodshed and rioting in the frontier area, life in Mano Majra remains to be 
peaceful. The Sikhs, Muslims and Hindus are living in harmony and amity. 
Partition has not touched Mano Majrans… "no one in Mano Majra even knows 
that the British have left and the country is divided into Pakistan and Hindustan." 
Life here is regulated by trains with their arrival and departure. The villagers are 
not acquainted with the progress of science and ignorance of scientific progress is 
bliss to them.  
 
The Peaceful life in Mano Majra comes to a jolt when on an August night 
the village money-lender's house is raided by Malli, a dreaded dacoit. The dacoits 
drop bangles in the house of Juggut Singh of the same village. Later Juggut Singh 
is arrested as the suspect of the murderer and dacoity. People's party of India 
sends its representative Iqbal Singh to work for peace when there are communal 
disturbances there. Police also arrests him as a suspect in money-lender's murder 
case. The situation at Mano Majra aggravates further. A commotion is created 
with the arrival of the ghost train from Pakistan. This engulfs Mano Majra. 
Madness takes over the people of different communities. It follows senseless 
killing, looting burning and raping. The partition of India caused a great deal of 
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turmoil to Khushwant Singh and the result was his incomparable masterpiece, 
Train to Pakistan. Since he was a witness to the violence that occurred, he gives a 
graphic description of the communal riots right at the beginning of the novel:  
 
The fact is, both sides killed. Both shot and stabbed 
and speared and clubbed. Both tortured. Both raped. 
From Calcutta, the riots spread north and east and 
west: to Noakhali in East Bengal, where Muslims 
massacred Hindus; to Bihar, where Hindus 
massacred Muslims. Mullahs roamed Punjab and 
the Frontier Province with boxes of human skulls 
said to be those of Muslims killed in Bihar.10 
   
Such a narration is clearly an indictment of the repercussion of the 
partition, rather, the partition itself. Even though the novel essentially describes 
the horrific events of the Partition, Khushwant Singh resists the temptation to sit 
in Judgment on the political leaders of the day. Some of the characters do speak in 
a biased manner at times, but this is in keeping with the demands of the story. 
 
I Shall Not Hear the Nightingale is the story of two families, one Sikh and 
the other Hindu, set against the last period of British Raj in the Punjab province 
and just about five years before the achievement of India's independence. 
Although the novel substantially deals with India's concurrent political situations 
in Punjab, yet it is not a truly political novel since the politics in it apparently 
lacks a deep involvement with the situations, interest and commitment to the 
political motives and even the political philosophy. The novel has a limited range 
and a restricted milieu and it does not go beyond an obvious limit of a socio-
political narrative interests, though it has substantive elements of intensity and 
fullness of passion. Khushwant Singh has no apparent political motive of 
involvement.   
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I Shall Not Hear the Nightingale is set in Amritsar in 1942 during the 
height of India’s freedom movement. It explores the impact of the freedom 
movement on the family of a magistrate Buta Singh, a loyal servant of the British 
Raj. Unknown to him, his son Sher Singh becomes the leader of a group of anti-
British revolutionaries. The son is arrested; if proved guilty of treason he could be 
sentenced to death. The English Deputy Commissioner John Taylor, offers the son 
two alternatives: either betraying his comrades and saving his life, or else being 
hanged. 
 
This novel explores rather a despicable side of India’s history- that of 
servile Indian government servants in the British regime. How unbelievably the 
Indian civil servants of that time would degrade themselves stopping short of 
nothing to be in the good books of the British. The novel depicts the British 
themselves as bemused by such Indians at their beck. Buta Singh typifies those 
oily Indians awaiting even that slight nod of approval from the British Raj. While 
the ending of the novel is dominated by the mother Sabhrai trying to save her 
family from falling apart, the opening chapters of a Sarus Crane chasing the killers 
of its mate gives the reader gooseflesh. A startlingly written character of Champak 
is unanticipated. She is the sexually demanding wife of Sher Singh who is 
growing tired of her incessant sexual needs. She incites his desire by massaging 
his legs and then talking vulgar, imagined things that happened to her during the 
day to arouse him to perform. Another interesting character is of Madan Lal, Sher 
Singh’s friend and comrade against the British. Madan Lal is the cricket star of 
college, a swashbuckling casanova who has both Champak and Sher Singh’s sister 
Beena lusting for him, while his own wife remains mysteriously away.  But does it 
not surprise that when authors like Irwing Wallace and Sidney Sheldon add sex in 
their stories we lap it up with glee. But if some Indian author does it there is a hue 
and cry. Probably we think that writing about sex is very western. Khushwant 
Singh or Shobha De don’t go about claiming that they are writing literary 
masterpieces. So whether it is for market demands, personal pleasure or pure 
hormonal kicks the sex in their novels is entirely their prerogative.  Besides that, 
Khushwant Singh populates I Shall Not Hear the Nightingale with utterly 
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believable characters and situations. His style is delightfully sarcastic, mocking at 
each of his characters. Human behaviour, questionable values, cultures are all 
pointed fingers at, laid bare and maligned. There is much humour throughout the 
book as there is also a chance that you may shed a tear or two too, all making it a 
very readable book.  
 
His third novel Delhi is a queer blend of history, romance and sex. The 
chapters of the novel contain the vivid picturisation of history commencing from 
Mugal period of Zahiruddin Babar and ending to the assassination of Indira 
Gandhi. The novel sometimes appears to be a fine travelogue when Khushwant 
Singh presents of vivid pictures of various roads, lanes and historical places of 
Delhi in its real names, forms and features. The historical events narrated in the 
different chapters of the novel are seen nicely wrapped with sex and romances. 
The narrator's being himself the novelist, sexual encounter with the Bhagmati, a 
`hijra' (hermaphrodite), creates a sinister feeling among the readers.  
 
The Company of Women may be regarded as "the millennium’s last Great 
Indian Lascivious Novel" giving the "voyeuristic view of male and female 
anatomy and titillating accounts of the innumerable sexual encounters of his 
protagonist'.  The author's narrative skill is so superb that a reader feels like 
watching a blue film rather than reading a fictional novel.  
 
The novel begins with its hero Mohan Kumar, a successful Delhi's 
businessman, breaking off with his wife and his everlasting "lusty" efforts to set 
up a more flexible arrangement for appeasement of his physical needs. The initial 
endeavour begins at his home with the sweepress and extends to the wide world of 
lonely women beyond the neighbourhood to the Princeton, having most bizarre of 
his "triumph" in one night encounter with a devout Muslim woman from Pakistan. 
The novel chronologically presents the most sensuous pictures of the nine women 
with whom, the hero beds, including his wife. Of the eight on the description, one 
each is African-American, Kashmiri Pandit, Muslim, Dalit Hindu, Hindu 
Brahmin, Tamilian Christian, Goan Roman Catholic, Sri Lankan Buddhist and an 
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unnamed women of easy virtue in Bombay. Singh seems to have extending the 
slogan that the love and sex know no caste, class and community bar.  
 
In order to explore the novels of Khushwant Singh, it is first necessary to 
understand his life and his ideas on fiction and his major concerns.  This will give 
a better insight into his choice of the themes upon which his most of the writings 
are based upon. It is fairly obvious that his personal experiences and the historical 
events that shaped the country play a major role in his works. The researcher 
believes that the Punjab countryside, the capital of India-Delhi and the city of 
London are the most important influences upon him. Exposed as he has been to 
the ideas and attitudes of the West, Singh is essentially an Oriental who has 
succeeded in maintaining his Indian self and individuality. The researcher has 
found his autobiography a useful tool to explore his growth as an individual well 
as a great contemporary Indian novelist writing in English. When he utters these 
words “I am not a nice man to know.''  His autobiography informs us a lot about 
him-about milieu, moment and race.  
 
Khushwant Singh as a short story writer pursues and follows the art of 
short story as in its early twentieth century. He is considered as a realist and 
humanist in one, and this picture of him is revealed in his short stories. They 
reveal his gentle irony and his faculty of being ironical on the part of his 
countrymen. Irony forms one of the basic characteristics in his style of story 
writing. Irony in its literal sense is considered as a device with dual or two 
meaning: One the literal or actual meaning and the second which bring other 
meaning in the sentence or situation than the actual one, in other words Irony is 
the word that says one thing but means another.  
 
The story, “The Mark of Vishnu”, is one of the remarkable and highly 
appreciated stories among Indo-Anglican Stories. The title is weighed by the 
religious values, but the irony of the tile is revealed through the story from which 
the author mocks at the superstitious Indian. In this story, a Hindu devotee, Ganga 
Ram, has much belief in black cobra generally called Kala Nag. Ganga Ram, like 
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many Hindus, considers Kala Nag to be a deity. Ganga Ram is a pious and 
devoted Brahmin, and, as a mark of Hindu worship of Kala Nag (Shesh-Nag), he 
used to pour milk in a saucer for the Nag. He shows great faith in Brahma, Vishnu 
and Mahesh (or Shiva), the Creator, the Preserver and the Destroyer  gods 
respectively. As his symbol of faith, he wears a “V” mark on his forehead with the 
sandalwood paste. One day a black-hooded, six feet long, rounded and fleshy 
cobra is seen on a rainy morning. As soon as some school children see the snake, 
they surround him and hit him on the hood. The Nag reaches a state of pain and 
agony due to the wound on his hood, it is reduced in “squishy-squashy pulp of 
black and white jelly, spattered with blood and mud”.11  
 
The children then lift the cobra on a Bamboo stick and later place it in a 
small tin box, and tie it with a rope. They take the box, the very next day, to 
present it to the science teacher. As soon as the lid of the tin is opened, the Nag 
comes out with bloodshot eyes, surveying the scene. He, by a hiss and forked 
tongue, makes a dart, he also wants to leave the place but his wounded belly does 
not allow him to move. But some how he manages to drag his body to the door as 
his back is broken but his hood remains undamaged. Ganga Ram waits on the 
door with a saucer in his hands, and as soon as he sees the nag, he places the 
saucer in front of him. After placing the saucer he himself sits on his knees on the 
floor in orders to pray to the Nag to forgive the school children for their 
misbehavior. The Nag, in fury, bite Ganga Ram all over his body, the teacher 
wipes the blood droplets from his foreheads & sees a “V” mark, where Kala Nag 
has dug his fangs. This story has ironically been placed and structured. Irony is 
implied through the title itself. The title is symbolic as “The Mark of Vishnu” 
means the divine function of preservation of life on Earth. But here the irony, the 
“Mark of Vishnu is implied as the ‘mark of snake bite’. In Hindu religion the 
devotees of Vishnu (the preserver), called the Vaishnavaites, normally bear three 
straight stripes of sandalwood on their forehead. But Ganga Ram places a “V” 
mark on his forehead instead of three straight stripes, it shows that though the 
practice of bearing a three stripes of sandalwood is symbol of devotion of Vishnu, 
the preserver; but here the “V” mark acts as a symbol of devotion to Kala Nag 
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(snake), the destroyer, and the mark of his fangs is also of “V” shape. The story 
reaches no end; the author leaves the end to be decided by the readers.  
 
The other story by Mr. Singh, is “The Voice of God and Other Stories,” 
which is representative of both verbal and situational irony, which makes the title, 
meaning and structure of the story ironical in a whole. It is a tale of people of two 
villages in Punjab, Bhamba Kalan and Bhamba Khurd, its both cool places where 
nothing unpleasant happens but the peaceful life of the people is disturbed by the 
election flue and gale of politics. Mr. Forsythe, an English deputy commissioner 
arrives at Bhamba apparently on an official visit but his actual visit is to campaign 
for Ganda Singh, who previously helped British Government by subjugating the 
present agitation and the Congress movement, in his bid for Punjab Assembly 
election. Ganda Singh is a chief of dacoits and thugs, as is said in the story, “his 
men robbed with impunity and shared the proceeds with the police”.12 Mr. 
Forsythe praises Ganda Singh and appreciates his work and pretends him as a 
pride of the district. Though the people hate Ganda Singh for his inhuman 
activities and injustice to the people. After the speech Ganda Singh distributes 
sweet to Zaildars, Lambardars and Village Officers in reference to their promise 
to vote for him in the election. His rival in the election is Kartar Singh, who is a 
Nationalist nominee and an advocate by profession. Seth Sukhtankar, a 
millionaire, who is involved in cloth business and owes cloth mills, supports him. 
He calls the people for a meeting to convince them, “if 400 million Indians united 
and spat in a tank, there would be enough spit to drown the entire English 
population in India.” This comment by Mr. Singh reveals his deep irony and 
humour when he says, “But somehow the facilities for such a mass suicide had 
never been provided.”13 
 
One more contestant Baba Ram Singh is found who is a devoted worker 
among poor peasants who call himself a kisan (an ordinary farmer). Polling takes 
place on the specific date and Sardar Ganda Singh is declared elected over his 
nearest rival Sardar Kartar Singh by a margin of 2,220 votes. Baba Ram Singh not 
only loses election but also forfeits his deposit. On this occasion the comment by 
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Mr. Singh shows deep irony and humour, when he says, “The people had spoken. 
The voice of the people is the Voice of the God”. 14 Here the disbelief and 
hypocrisy of the people is shown by the ironical comment. During the time of 
election there values are subsided by the pressure of the contestants and once the 
person is elected he behaves as a Mini-God and forgets his promises and views 
made to the people. 
 
Another short story, “Karma,” reveals the psychology of an educated 
Indian in British India and his character is presented in an ironical way, this 
character helps the author to present his irony for such people. Sir Mohan Lal’s 
encounter with the mirror shows the values of such Indians, their indifference and 
varied native feelings. The mirror is Indian made and “the red oxide of its back 
had come off at several places and long lines of translucent glass cut across its 
surface”. This comment is an ironical example of Indians with British likings in 
British Raj. The mirror is a symbol of everything Indian and native, inefficient 
and indifferent, dirty and intolerable to Mohan Lal. In this incidence Mr. Singh, 
fully and in fine manner, shows his irony for the Indians in British Government. 
Mohan Lal wears the suit tailored at Saville Row, the symbol of British 
aristocracy and upper class Culture; and Balliol tie, a symbol of exclusive Oxford 
upbringing and educated human being. He is married to Lachmi - who is 
ironically being called Lady Mohan Lal by the author but she has no resemblance 
to her husband. Sir Mohan Lal is depicted as an educated Indian in contrast to his 
illiterate wife. In an incidence the harsh irony of the author is depicted when Sir 
Mohan Lal in suit and tie is presented sitting in a first class waiting room, quietly 
sipping his “Ek Chota” (a Small Peg). While his wife, a fat and an illiterate 
woman is found eating chapattis and pickles and chewing betel leaves while 
sitting on a steel trunk on the platform. Sir Mohan Lal travels in first class 
compartment along with all educated and well placed people, whereas his illiterate 
wife is adjusted in ladies general class compartment. 
 
The later half of the incidence is full of ironical behaviour of the people 
with both Mrs. and Mr. Mohan Lal. Later the train arrives and both are adjusted in 
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their respective coaches, Sir Mohan Lal enters in first class compartment and 
Lady Mohan Lal in a general ladies compartment. As soon as he enters in the 
compartment he does not even find a single person in it, but, after some time, two 
English soldiers arrive, one soldier say to another to let him down. And they start 
shouting at Mohan Lal, “Ek Dum Jao” (Go at Once). They lift his suitcase and 
throw it out on the platform. The train starts moving and they pull him by his arms 
and throw him out of the compartment. The irony of his fate is presented here, as 
he lay on the platform after humiliation whereas his wife is found comfortable in 
inter - class compartment. As, “the train speed post the lighted part of the 
platform, Lady Lal spat and sent a jet of red dribble flying across like a dirt”! This 
action of lady Lal is presented as a victory of a simple Indian woman over a 
learned, arrogant and proudly Indian man, who pretends to be foreigner.  
 
"The Black Jasmine" is, no doubt, a bawdy story, which betrays 
Khushwant Singh's  predilection for the  risque.  Yet, it offers one of the best 
illustrations of comic irony reinforced by irony of situation. When the protagonist 
of this story Bannerjee was in Sorbonne pursuing higher studies, a curvaceous 
African girl Martha Stack became  friendly  with him. Since  she was  quite a  
smasher, the  other  male  students  were  almost  envious  of Bannerjee. One day 
in a highly romantic mood she offered herself but ironically Bannerjee, who had 
wasted  many hours on daydreaming the way he would seduce her, failed to 
seduce her. Nearly thirty years after this incident Martha who is “one enormous 
mass of hulky flesh" comes to India as a tourist and meets an old and worn- out 
Bannerjee.  Ironically, Bannerjee now decides to make up for the earlier failure. 
The missed passion warms up his limbs under the influence of liquor and 
overwhelms his senses.  Khushwant Singh’s remarkable technical skill is evident 
in “Black Jasmine” which deals with a single passion of unromantic sexual 
exploration. The whole story centres on the single character Martha. The one and 
only action that Bannerjee undertakes is to seduce Martha and this he 
accomplishes at an unexpected moment. There is no digression or diversion. As a 
result, there is no flagging of interest.  
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 The story entitled “Paradise” begins with the cause revealed by the 
heroine Margaret Bloom why she felt bound to go to India. It was, perhaps, the 
same reason that compels the people from every corner of the world, to come to 
India,  particularly Europeans, to find peace. Margaret Bloom gives the real 
account of the relationship between her parents. Her father was a big-built man 
while her mother was small and extremely attractive, with golden brown hair, dark 
blue eyes and boobs to die for. She asked to herself Why she agreed to marry her 
father, who was a coarse man. He was never able to understand. He was the chief 
sales manager of a large, jewish-owned department store; she the personal 
secretary of a member of the Board of Directors who wanted her to be his 
mistress. The man hounded her, so she told him where to get off and became the 
secretary of another member of the Board. She also agreed to marry her father 
who had been making passes at her for a long time. European women, come to 
India impelled by different purposes. Some of them are drawn by the prodigious 
variety of the Indian life, the others come for a better knowledge of India’s 
Geography, art and culture. Still others come to India in search of Peace of  Mind 
and Soul. They are attracted by the Indian saints who, they believe, have the 
power to unravel to them the mystery of life and to offer them the  light  of truth. 
  
 It is an indisputable fact that Khushwant Singh has excelled almost all 
other Indian English short story writers in artistry. All his stories have a rounded 
perfection. “The Portrait of a Lady”, “The Fawn” and “A Love Affair in London”,  
“A Punjab Pastorale” with their rich suggestion can stand comparison with any 
story of the masters in this field.   
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Chapter-3 
Portrayal of History in Khushwant Singh's Novels 
 
Historical fiction is a genre in which the plot is set amidst historical events, 
or more generally, in which the author uses real events but adds one or more 
fictional characters or events, or changes the sequence of historical events.   
Historical fiction may center on historical or on fictional characters, but usually 
represents an honest attempt based on considerable research to tell a story set in 
the historical past as understood by the author's contemporaries. Those historical 
settings may not stand up to the enhanced knowledge of later historians.  
 
Khushwant Singh's name is bound to go down in Indian literary history as 
one of the finest historians and novelists, a forthright political commentator, and 
an outstanding observer and social critic. His vast and profound knowledge and 
understanding of India's history, political systems, and literary heritage is reflected 
in his prose works which included a history of his own community, The Sikhs, 
published in 1963. His novels, which are deeply rooted in the recent history and 
political situation of contemporary India, include Train to Pakistan (1956), one of 
the most compelling accounts of the Partition of India in 1947; I Shall Not Hear 
the Nightingale (1961); and Delhi (1990), a picaresque history of India's capital 
narrated by a eunuch. Singh has translated into English the works of Iqbal (1981), 
and the celebrated Urdu novel Umrao Jan Ada (as The Courtesan of Lucknow, 
1961); he has also introduced the works of the Sikh poetess Amrita Pritam to an 
English-speaking audience. The researcher has chosen his three novels for its 
historical perspective. Recalling not merely the titles of his work, but their 
thematic preoccupations, we can draw some provisional conclusions. With a few 
exceptions stories revolve around Indian characters.  
 
Khushwant Singh’s book, "A history of Sikhs" remains to this day a well-
researched and scholarly work. It is a classic two-volume book on Sikh History 
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and is used as reference by many scholars. But here the researcher concentrates on 
historical perspective in his three novels.  
 
The best works of one of India's most widely read and celebrated author 
witty, eloquent, outrageous, and always entertaining, Khushwant Singh has 
acquired an iconic status as a writer and journalist. This research study brings 
together three of his novels written over four decades. Train to Pakistan, 
Khushwant Singh’s first novel, published in 1956 brought him instant fame. A 
powerful and moving account of the tragedy of partition, set in the small Indian 
frontier village of Mano Majra, it is also the touching love story of Sikh dacoit and 
Muslim girl.  
 
I shall Not Hear the Nightingale (1959), his second novel, deals with the 
conflict in a prosperous Sikh family living in Punjab in the mid 1940s. The father 
is a magistrate who works for the British, while the son dreams of glory as the 
leader of a terrorist group rebelling against foreign rule.  
  
The best-selling novel Delhi (1990), a vast erotic, irreverent magnum opus 
centered on the Indian capital, is the third book in this study. The principal 
narrator of the saga, which extends over six hundred years, is an ageing reprobate 
who loves Delhi as much as he does the ‘hijda’ whore Bhagmati. As he travels 
through time, space and history to `discover' his beloved city, we find it 
transformed and immortalized in our minds for ever. Khushwant Singh's 
phenomenal success as a writer springs from a most unwriterly virtue: he writes 
for the reader, not for himself. He has the knack of seeming to speak directly to 
the reader, shrugging himself out of the confines of the printed page.  
 
I 
 
Train to Pakistan (1956) is a magnificent novel where Khushwant Singh 
tells the tragic tale of the partition of India and Pakistan and the events that 
followed with human history. On the eve of the partition of the Indian 
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subcontinent thousands fled from both sides of the border seeking refuge and 
security. The natives were uprooted and it was certainly a ghastly experience for 
them to give up their belongings and rush to a land which was not theirs. Partition 
touched the whole country and Singh’s attempt in the novel is to see the events 
from the point of view of the people of Mano Majra, a small village. The peaceful 
life in Mano Majra suddenly came to a jolt when the village moneylender’s house 
was raided. This and the other events narrated in the novel can only be described 
as breathtaking.  
 
The novel begins with a reference to the summer of 1947 which was noted 
for its scorching heat and rainless period and marked for hot and dusty 
atmosphere: 
 
The summer of 1947 was not like other Indian 
summers”. Even the weather had a different feel in 
India that year. It was hotter than usual, and drier 
and dustier. And the summer was longer. No one 
could remember when the monsoon had been so 
late. For weeks, the sparse clouds cast only 
shadows. There was no rain. People began to say 
that God was punishing them for their sins. 1 
 
 
The summer before, communal riots, precipitated by reports of the 
proposed division of the country into a Hindu India and a Muslim Pakistan, had 
broken out in Calcutta and several thousands had been killed. The Muslims said 
that the Hindus had planned and started the killing. The Hindus, on the other hand, 
put the whole blame on the Muslims. The truth was that both sides had killed. 
People belonging to both sides were shot, stabbed, speared, tortured and raped.   
 
From Calcutta the riots had spread north and east and west. In Noakhali in 
East Bengal, Muslims massacred Hindus and in Bihar Hindus massacred Muslims. 
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Mullahs were reported to have roamed the Punjab and the Frontier Province with 
boxes of human skulls said to be those of Muslims killed in Bihar. The Hindus 
and Sikhs who had lived for centuries on the Northwest Frontier were made to 
abandon their homes and flee toward the Sikh and Hindu communities in the east. 
They had to travel on foot, in bullock carts, cram into lorries, cling to the sides 
and roofs of trains.  
 
By the summer of 1947, when the creation of the 
new state of Pakistan was formally announced, ten 
million people - Muslims and Hindus and Sikhs - 
were in flight. By the time the monsoon broke. 
Almost a million of them were dead, and all of 
North India was in arms, in terror, or in hiding. 2   
 
Mano Majra is the place of the action of the novel. In fact the novel was 
originally titled Mano Majra. It is a tiny village situated on the Indian border, half 
a mile away from the river Sutlej. The Sikhs, Muslims and Hindus lived in perfect 
harmony in this village and there was a time when no one in the village knew that 
The British had left the country and the country was divided into Pakistan and 
Hindustan. The only thing that made an impact on them was the arrival and 
departure of trains. But soon things began to change. Partition began to take its 
toll in this tiny village also.  
 
Partition touched Mano Majrans at both levels—at 
the community level and at the individual level. At 
the community level it affects very badly the 
Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs. The dark clouds of 
suspicion and fear arise among the Sikhs and 
Muslims, who have lived together for centuries. Yet 
feelings of brotherliness have not disappeared, and 
they meet for consultation in a scene that is both 
intensely humane and touching.3  
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There were only about seventy families in Mano Majra, and Lala Ram 
Lal’s was the only Hindu family. The others were Sikhs or Muslims who were 
about equal in member. The railway station occupied an important position and a 
small colony of shopkeepers and hawkers grew up around it to supply travelers 
with food, betel leaves, cigarettes, tea, biscuits and sweetmeats.   
 
The routine life of Mano Majra was disturbed one evening in August 1947. 
The village moneylender’s house was raided by dreaded dacoits.  
 
On the roof of his house, the money lender was beaten with butts of guns 
and spear handles and kicked and punched. He sat on his haunches, crying and 
spitting blood. Two of his teeth were smashed.   
 
When Ram Lal, the moneylender failed to hand over the key of his safe, 
one of the dacoits lunged at the crouching figure with his spear. Ram Lal 
collapsed on the floor uttering a loud yell with blood spurting from his belly.   
 
The dacoity had its evil effects on Juggut Singh who was a resident of the 
village. The dacoits dropped bangles in his house and later he was arrested as the 
suspect of murder and dacoity. He was in love with Nooran which in a sense cut 
across religious barriers. After his release from police custody, he came to know 
that Nooran had visited his mother before leaving for the refugee camp carrying 
his child in her womb. Nooran was a Muslim weaver’s daughter. Juggut Singh, 
meanwhile, had a dubious distinction of being ‘a budmash number ten.’ His father 
and grandfather were also dacoits and were hanged for murder. But they were 
reported not to have robbed own village-Folk. According to Meet Singh, Juggut 
had disgraced his family through his acts. Hukum Chand plays an important role 
in the novel. Walsh writes:  
 
“Mr. Hukum Chand, magistrate and deputy 
commissioner, for all his tastes for skin-lotion, 
perfumed talc and young girls hired from venal 
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guardians, his administrative cunning and corrupted 
conscience, yet surprises us with an authentic basic 
human kindness—even a sort of innocence.4  
 
Hukum Chand is perhaps one of the best drawn characters in the novel. 
Married to an unattractive and illiterate woman, he looked for love and sex 
elsewhere, but he was not exactly immoral. Cowasjee writes: 
 
Through the portrayal of Hukum Chand, Khushwant 
Singh shows how the much maligned Indian 
bureaucracy was itself caught between the hatred of 
a people and the bungling of politicians.5  
 
Hukum Chand considered Hindu women to be unlike other women. When 
it was reported that the Muslim mobs had tried to molest Hindu women, they had 
killed their own children and jumped into wells that filled to the brim with 
corpses, Hukum Chand’s reaction was as follows: 
 
Our Hindu women are like that: so pure that they 
would rather commit suicide than let a stranger 
touches them. We Hindus never raise our hands to 
strike women, but these Muslims have no respect 
for the weaker sex. 6 
                                                                                                                                                                  
It is interesting to hear from Hukum Chand more about how he looked at 
partition and its impact. He wanted the Muslims to go out peacefully if possible. 
He was of the view that bloodshed would not benefit anyone. According to him 
bad characters would get all the loot and the government would blame people like 
him for the killing. For the same reason he was against killing or destruction of 
property. But at the same time he gave instruction to the inspector to be careful 
not to allow the Muslims to take too much with them.  
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Hindus from Pakistan were stripped of all their belongings before they 
were allowed to leave. Pakistani magistrates have become millionaires overnight. 
Some on our side have not done too badly either. Only where there was killing or 
burning the government suspended or transferred them. There must be no killing; 
just peaceful evacuation. 7 
 
That there is a wide gap between what he preaches and what he practices is 
clear from the fact that he is revealed as womanizer. Women were brought to him 
and he paid their service generously:   
 
“He brought the girl’s face nearer his own and 
began kissing her on the back of her neck and on her 
ears. He could not hear the goods trains any more. It 
had left the countryside in utter solitude. Hukum 
Chand could hear his breathing quicken. He undid 
the strap of the girl’s bodice.” 8 
 
He never hesitated in filling official records with half truths. Even before he 
received the full details of Iqbal, instruction was given to the Inspector to enter 
against his name that he was the son of ‘Mohammed Something-or-other, or just 
father unknown.’ 
 
Iqbal was one who created a mild sensation in the village. He approached 
Bhai Meet Singh with a request for shelter and he took it for granted that he was 
Iqbal Singh! In fact he did not have to say what Iqbal was.  
 
“He could be a Muslim, Iqbal Mohammed. He could 
be a Hindu, Iqbal Chand, or a Sikh, Iqbal Singh. It 
was one of the few names common to the three 
communities.” 9 
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He was a social worker. He had come to that village as he knew that 
something should be done to stop the bloodshed going on as a result of partition. 
His party had sent him there, since this place was a vital point for refugee 
movements. He had a strong feeling that trouble would be disastrous. He belonged 
to district Jhelum and had been in foreign countries a long time. He had his own 
views on morality and a host of other things. 
 
Morality… is a matter of money. Poor people 
cannot afford to have morals. So they have religion. 
Our first problem is to get people more food, 
clothing, comfort. That can only be done by 
stopping exploitation by the rich, and abolishing 
landlords. And that can only be done by changing 
the government. 10 
 
For them truth, honour, financial integrity were “all right,” but these were 
placed lower down the scale of value than being true to one’s salt, to one’s friend 
and fellow villagers. 11 
 
But he was well aware that criminals were not born and were made by hunger, 
want and justice. He always thought that if the fear of the gallows or the cell had 
stopped people from killing or stealing, there would be no murder or theft. Even 
though a man was hanged every day, ten go murdered every twenty-four hours in 
the particular province he was in. The population explosion also was causing great 
concern to Iqbal.  
 
The whole country was like an overcrowded room. 
What could you expect when the population went up 
by six every minute—five millions every year. It 
made all planning in industry or agriculture a 
mockery. Why not spend the same amount of effort 
in checking the increase in population? 12   
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It might appear strange that independence meant little or nothing to the 
people in Mano Majra. They never realized that it was a step forward and that 
what they needed to do was to take the next step and turn ‘the make-believe 
political freedom into a real economic one.’ They were not quite sure why the 
English had left them. Iqbal tried to enlighten them as to what it all meant.   
 
They left because they had to. We had hundreds of 
thousands of young men trained to fight in war. This 
time they had arms too…. The English were 
frightened. They did not shoot any of the Indians 
who joined the Indian National Army set up by the 
Japanese, because they thought the whole country 
would turn against them. 13 
 
But as far as the villagers concerned, view differed. There were some 
among them who liked English soldiers. Meet Singh told Iqbal that his brother 
who was a havaldar was of the view that all sepoys were happier with English 
officers than with Indian. Iqbal in turn asked whether he would like to continue to 
remain slaves all their lives. But Meet Singh had his own argument.   
 
“Freedom must be a good thing. But what will I get 
out of it? Educated people like you, Babu Sahib, 
will get the jobs the English had. Will we get more 
lands or more buffaloes?” 14 
 
Freedom was for the educated people who fought for it. He was sure that 
people like him were going to be slaves of the educated Indians or the Pakistanis. 
The lambardar was of the view that the only ones who enjoyed freedom were 
thieves, and robbers. Iqbal found himself in a predicament and was not in a 
position to do anything to save the situation: 
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Could he stop the killing? Obviously not. 
Everyone—Hindu, Muslim, Sikh, Congressite, 
Leaguer, Akail, or communist—was deep in it. It 
was famous to suggest that the bourgeois revolution 
could be turned into a proletarian one.15  
 
In an unexpected move, the police arrested Iqbal. It was extremely foolish 
for the police to have done that and they knew that they had made a mistake, or 
rather, two mistakes as they had arrested Juggut Singh also.  
 
Arresting the social worker was a blunder and a 
likely source of trouble. His belligerent attitude 
confirmed his innocence. Some sort of case would 
have to be made up against him. That was always a 
tricky thing to do against educated people. 16 
 
Iqbal’s pride had been injured. He was under arrest in connection with the 
murder of Ram Lal. Everyone knew that he had come to Mano Majra after the 
murder. He had taken the same train that the policemen had taken and they could 
be witness of his alibi. The situation was ludicrous but Punjabi policemen were 
not the sort who admitted making mistakes. He tried to convince Juggut Singh 
who was arrested along with him that he was not a villager and had come from 
Delhi and was sent to organize peasants.   
 
When the truth was revealed the sub-inspector was irritated. When the 
fellow policemen told him that Iqbal was a stranger staying at the Sikh temple, he 
burst out: 
I do not suppose you have any brains of your own. I 
leave a little job to you and you go and make a fool 
of yourself. You should have seen him before 
arresting him. Isn’t he the same man who got off the 
train with us yesterday? 17 
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The police were doubly wrong as Jugga was out of his house on the night 
of the dacoity. Even Hukum Chand was angry and was surprised to see the police 
arresting people without finding out their names, parentage or caste.  
 
Police who were always known for their cruelty asked Iqbal to remove his 
dress. Iqbal loosened the knot in the cord. They pyjamas fell in a heap around his 
ankles. He was naked save for the handcuffs on his wrists. He stepped out of the 
pyjamas to let the policemen examine them. 18 The inspector thus ensured that he 
was a Muslim. When he said that he was sent by the Peoples’ Party of India, the 
inspector asked him whether he was sure it was not the Muslim League.  Mob 
attacks were a common phenomenon in those days and when they attacked they 
never waited to find out whether the persons concerned were Hindus or Muslims. 
The other day four Sikh Sardars in a jeep drove alongside a mile-long column or 
Muslim refugees waking on the road. Without warning they opened fire with their 
stenguns. Four sten-guns! Good alone knows how many they killed. 19 
 
A lot of women were abducted and sold cheap. Police stations were 
concentration camps and third degree methods were adopted to extricate ‘truth’ 
from those who were caught.  Hindus were pinned under legs of charpoys with 
half a dozen policemen sitting on them. Testicles twisted and squeezed till one 
became senseless with pain. Powdered red chillies thrust up the rectum by rough 
hands, and the sensation of having the tail on fire for several days. All this, and no 
food or water, or hot spicy food with a bowl of shimmering cool water put outside 
the cell just beyond one’s reach. 20 
 
Some succumbed to hunger and others to the inconvenience of having to 
defecate in front of the policemen. The arrival of the ghost train is another 
important ‘event’ in the novel which makes the reader flabbergasted. The arrival 
of the train in broad daylight created a commotion in Mano Majra. People stood 
on their roofs to see what was happening and all they could see was the black top 
of the train stretching from one end of the platform to the other. Later the villagers 
were asked to get all the wood there was in their houses and all the kerosene oil 
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they could spare. They were asked to bring them to the motor trucks on the station 
side for which they would be paid. The villagers soon ‘smelt’ something wrong: 
 
The northern horizon which had turned a bluish grey, showed orange 
again. The orange turned into copper and then into a luminous russet. Red tongues 
of flame leaped into the black sky. A soft breeze began to blow towards the 
village. It brought the smell of burning kerosene, then of wood. And then—a faint 
acrid smell of searing flesh. 21 
 
There was a deathly silence in the village. The train had come from 
Pakistan and everybody knew what had happened. Even Hukum Chand felt 
feverish to see a thousand charred corpses sizzling and smoking while the train 
put out the fire.   
 
The Sikh officer said there were more than a thousand. I think he just 
calculated how many people could get into a bogie and multiplied it by the 
number of bogies. He said that another four or five hundred must have been killed 
on the roofs, on the footboards and between buffers. In fact fifteen hundred 
innocent people getting killed were only part of the story. Similar things were 
happening at other places also.  
 
Muslims of some villages had started leaving for the refugee camp. 
Chundunnugger had been partly evacuated. Pakistan army lorries with soldiers 
had been picking them up whenever information had been brought. Hukum Chand 
believed that an individual’s conscious effort should be directed to immediate 
ends like saving life when endangered, preserving the social structure and 
honouring its conventions. His immediate problem was to save Muslim lives. 
Meanwhile, rumours or atrocities committed by Sikhs on Muslims in Patiala, 
Ambala and Kapurthala began to spread.  
 
They had heard of gentlewomen having their veils taken off, being 
stripped and marched down crowded streets to be raped in the marketplace. Many 
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had eluded their would-be ravishers by killing themselves. They had heard of 
mosques being desecrated by the slaughter of pigs on the premises, and of copies 
of the holy Koran being torn up by infidels.22 
 
The Sikhs were angry and announced that Muslims would never be 
trusted. The last Guru had warned them that Muslims had no loyalties. All through 
the Muslim period of Indian history, sons had imprisoned or killed their own 
fathers and brothers had blinded brothers to get the throne. They had executed two 
of the Sikh Gurus, assassinated another and butchered his children. And Muslims 
were never ones to respect women. Sikh refugees had told of women jumping into 
wells and burning themselves rather than fall into the hands of Muslims. Those 
who did not commit suicide were paraded naked in the streets, raped in public, 
and then murdered. 23 
 
A trainload of Sikhs massacred by Muslims had been cremated in Mano 
Majra. Hindus and Sikhs were fleeing from their homes in Pakistan and having to 
find shelter in Mano Majra. The villagers ultimately decided to be angry with the 
Muslims. Soon the Muslims began to come out of their homes, driving their cattle 
and their bullock carts loaded with charpoys, rolls of bedding tin trunks, kerosene 
oil tins, earthen pitchers and brass utensils.  There was no time even to say good-
bye. Truck engines were started. Pathan soldiers rounded up the Muslims, drove 
them back to the carts for a brief minute or two, and then on to the trucks.24 
 
To sum up, partition had a tremendous effect on the people of Mano 
Majra. It adversely affected the Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs. The communities 
which lived in amity for centuries became enemies overnight. There was mutual 
suspicion and hatred became the order of the day. However, it cannot be said that 
feelings of brotherhood were completely missing. When Imam Baksh, the mullah 
of the local mosque came to the lambardar to ask for his comments on their 
continuing their stay in the village, his reply was that it was as much his village as 
it was theirs. “If anyone speaks rudely to you, your wives or your children, it will 
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be us first and our wives and children before a single hair of your heads is 
touched.25 
 
But he had his own problems. They were very few and the strangers 
coming from Pakistan were coming in thousands. Who will be responsible for 
what they do was the moot question as far as he was concerned. Thus they were 
asked to lock their houses with their belongings and move to the refugee camps. 
Eventually Sikhs and Muslim villagers fell into each other’s arms and began to 
weep like children. The Muslims who were made to stay in refugee camps were 
later transported to Pakistan by train.   
 
Train to Pakistan is a wide story taking the backdrop as India-Pakistan riot 
in the year of 1947. Here truth meets fiction with huge impact upon the society as 
the author narrates the trauma and tragedy of partition through his characters. In 
actual sense it is the story of an isolated village that is plunged into the abyss of 
religious hate. As the story proceeds it concentrates on the story of a Sikh boy and 
a Muslim girl whose love lasted and exceeds the destructions of war. 
 
Pramod Kapoor writes in the introductory section of the special edition of 
Train to Pakistan, published to commemorate sixty years of Indian independence, 
as:  
 
…an exercise in perpetuating the memory of those 
who perished and a lesson for future generations to 
prevent a recurrence of this tragic chapter in our 
history. 26 
 
In his own preliminary remarks, Khushwant Singh opines that,  
 
for millions of people, history has been divided into 
two distinct eras: "BP (Before Partition) and PP 
(Post-Partition)". He characterizes Partition's 
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aftermath as "beastlier than anything beasts could 
have done to each other", describes the "deep sense 
of remorse" that "set in on both sides when ill-
temper and hatred abated", recounts several 
touching stories of relatives and friends whose lives 
were indelibly altered by these events, and proffers 
his opinion that "the only way to prevent their 
recurrence is to promote closer integration of people 
of different races, religions and castes living in the 
sub-continent.27 
 
II 
 
While Train to Pakistan has partition as its central theme, I Shall Not Hear 
the Nightingale has its roots in the freedom movement of the 1942-43. In this 
novel, Khushwant Singh presents the colonial encounter between the Indians and 
British Government against the background of Punjabi family. The conflict 
between the colonizer and the colonized happens to be a major thematic concern 
in many Indian English novels like R.K. Narayan's Waiting for the Mahatma, Raja 
Rao's Kanthapura, Malgaonkar's A Bend in the Ganges, Chaman Nahal's Azadi 
and Khushwant Singh's I Shall Not Hear the Nightingale. In these novels different 
aspects of colonial encounter between Indians and Britishers like protest, 
submission, love-hate relationship and compromise are highlighted and are, 
therefore, comparable to similar novels by Commonwealth writers like Chinua 
Achebe, Ngugi and Patrick White.  
 
In I Shall Not Hear the Nightingale, Khushwant Singh presents the 
colonial encounter between Indians and the British Government against the 
background of the Punjab. Punjab, the land of five rivers is known for its own 
distinctive geographical features, its military history and Sikh religion which 
easily set it off from the other ethnic cultures of India, although it belongs to India 
politically. Khushwant Singh has tried to give a very microscopic picture of the 
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Punjabi life in the novel even when he concentrates his attention on the political 
theme.  
 
The novel deals with the India of 1940s, when the colonial encounter 
between the Indians and the British was moving towards a climax on account of 
the emergence of nationalistic consciousness among the Indians. There had 
always been a mixed reaction among Indians towards the British Raj. Khushwant 
Singh presents a microscopic picture of the strange mixture of attitudes to the 
alien rule through the depiction of life in Amritsar district. The situation presented 
here is easily comparable to those in other colonized countries like Africa and 
West Indies.  
 
The characters in I Shall Not Hear the Nightingale can be broadly 
classified into two groups: one, Sardar Buta Singh, Wazir Chand, John Taylor and 
Lambardar are pro-British in their attitude; two, Sher Singh, Madan and other 
student leaders are anti-British in their attitude. The central irony in the novel is 
evident in the fact that both the pro-British and the anti-British ideologies are 
cherished by different members of the same family. Buta Singh, for example, 
happens to be a District Magistrate who has a great admiration for the British rule 
in India: "loyalty to the Raj had been as much an article of faith with him as it had 
been with his father and grandfather who had served in the army. He, like them, 
had mentioned the English king or queen in his evening prayer, 'O, Guru, bless 
our Sovereign and bless us their subjects so that we remain contented and 
happy.”28 Buta Singh tells his son that the Indians should help the British in their 
war against the Germans and other European powers:  
 
"I do believe that in this war our interests and that of 
the English are identical. If they lose, we lose. If we 
help them to win, they will certainly give us 
something more than we have now. We should 
know who our friends are and who our enemies are. 
The English have ruled us for over a hundred years, 
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and I don't care what you say. I believe they have 
treated us better than our own kings did in the past; 
or the Germans, Italians, or Japanese will do if they 
win and take our India. We must stand by the 
English in their hour of trouble." 29 
  
Buta Singh knows that his sympathy for the British rule in India may earn 
him the scorn of his own countrymen. But he does not mind being unpopular with 
his countrymen as long as he has the patronage of the British rulers like, for 
example, the District Commissioner, Mr. John Taylor. Buta Singh's attitude to life 
is opportunistic in that he wants to accept the contingencies of political life and 
turn them to his own best possible advantage so that he can lead a life of security 
and ensure happiness for his family.  
 
Buta Singh's son Sher Singh believes in a diametrically opposite 
philosophy of life. A young and energetic student in the local college, he heads the 
Student Union as its President. He is not very serious about his studies, but he is 
fired by the patriotic zeal and nationalistic philosophy popularized by Mahatma 
Gandhi, Nehru and other leaders. He questions the very rationale of the British 
rule in India and pleads for self-government for the motherland. He is not 
influenced by his father's loyalty to the British. He, therefore, reacts very strongly 
to his father:  
 
We are far too concerned with other people. Our 
Communist friends are only worried about what will 
happen to Russians; others think only of what will 
happen to Britain. Very few of us are bothered with 
our own future.30   
 
Sher Singh is, thus, deeply concerned with the Indian life. He becomes an 
embodiment of the nationalistic ideal. He enjoys the support of a large mass of 
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students and consequently conducts several secret meetings of students thereby 
planning to carry out terrorist activities in the city of Amritsar.  
 
He has the cooperation of other leaders like Madan, son of Wazir Chand. 
Thus the conflict between the pro-British attitude and the anti-British comes into 
operation in one and the same family which may be said to be a microscopic 
symbol of the macroscopic phenomenon of the Indian political life.  
 
The women folk of Buta Singh's family or of Wazir Chand's family are not 
bothered about the political life of the country. They are mainly concerned with 
the security of family life and comfortable living. Sabhrai, wife of Buta Singh, for 
example, happens to be a very religious lady who believes in the sanctity of 
Granth Sahib and supremacy of Guru Govind Singh. She believes that what her 
husband does is right and that her son Sher Singh should not be cross with his 
father. Likewise, Sher Singh's young wife Champak is also not bothered about his 
public life and nationalistic and terrorist activities. She is very keen on the 
enjoyment of regular matrimonial sex and even commits adultery with Madan 
secretly. The sisters of Sher Singh and Madan are concerned only with their 
studies. But all of them tacitly agree with their parental sympathy for the British 
rule in India.  
 
Buta Singh's sympathy for the British rule is supported by his knowledge 
of the internal contradictions and conflicts of Indian life. He knows that there is no 
homogeneous society in India and that it is a mosaic of many castes and cultures, 
like the Sikh, the Hindu and the Muslim among others. He knows that the ethnic 
conflicts are sparked off in the country at the slightest provocation and result in 
violence and chaos. He, therefore, believes that the British rule can keep these 
violent and conflicting forces under check and offer a political unity to India.  
 
The conflict between the pro-British and the anti-British continues all 
through the novel. Sher Singh expresses his nationalistic ideology in the fiery 
speech he delivers at the gathering of patriotic students, 
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 "Comrades, we meet at a crucial time. The enemy 
is at our gates . . . Comrades, we not only have the 
enemy at our door step, we have enemies within our 
own house. . . Those who sacrifice the interests of 
the motherland for foreign countries are our enemy 
No. I. They have been rightly named as the Kaum 
nashts destroyers of the race. . .  There are also 
people who want to cut off the limbs of Mother 
India and make another state of Pakistan. The two 
are our enemies.... But we are Sikhs who do not fear 
any enemies. We shall destroy all those who stand 
in our way." 31 
 
His patriotic speech whips up the nationalistic zeal in the audience and elicits a 
great applause from them.  
 
Buta Singh does not encourage his son to indulge in anti-British activities. 
Though he knows the general trend of his son's thinking, he does not know any 
details of his secret activities. He enjoys the confidence of the D.C. John Taylor 
and offers his suggestions to the latter in solving some of the local problems. 
When, for example, John Taylor issues an order banning the Hindu procession in 
the city, the Hindus feel insulted and irritated because the Muslim and Sikh 
processions were not banned earlier. Wazir Chand who is a Hindu wants to meet 
the D.C. and get permission for the Hindu procession by explaining the situation. 
But he is not permitted by the District Commissioner. He, therefore, seeks the help 
of Buta Singh and requests him to explain the sensitiveness of the communal issue 
to John Taylor and get at least a relaxation of the ban order. Buta Singh who 
enjoys the confidence of John Taylor meets the latter at his residence, explains the 
possibility of communal explosion in the city and finally but gently persuades him 
to relax the ban order against the Hindu procession at least for a few hours. Wazir 
Chand and his friends thank Buta Singh for helping them.  
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The ideological conflict between father and son continues all through the 
novel. When Buta Singh habitually admires the British people and their 
impartiality, and suggests that "We Indians have a lot to learn from them," Sher 
Singh boldly crosses his father and argues that the British "too have something to 
learn from us ... like hospitality ... tolerance." 32 Buta Singh pin-points the mutual 
intolerance among Hindus, Sikhs and Muslims and highlights the so-called 
impartiality and tolerance of the British people. Sher Singh does not hesitate to 
show the racial discrimination practiced by the British elsewhere,  
 
You can find examples like that everywhere. Most 
white people are anti-Semitic. It's not only Hitler 
who has been putting Jews in gas chambers, the 
Russians have killed many. Everywhere in Europe 
and America there is prejudice against them and 
only because they have better brains and talent than 
others. We do not have any racial discrimination.33 
 
Sher Singh's mother Sabhrai does not like his being cross with his father and asks 
him, "Tell me, son, what will you get if the English leave this country?" 34 Then 
Sher Singh replies that the country will be free. He waxes lyrical and hopes that 
"Spring will come to our barren land once more . . . once more the nightingales 
will sing." 35 The song of nightingales thus becomes a symbol of freedom and joy 
for Sher Singh.  
 
Meanwhile, the members of Buta Singh's family grow closer to those of 
Wazir Chand's family. Buta Singh's daughter Beena and daughter-in-law 
Champak join Wazir Chand's son Madan Lal and daughter Sita and all go to Simla 
to spend sometime in summer. The ideological similarity between Sher Singh and 
Madan Lal has, obviously, brought the two families closer. Madan Lal, in spite of 
being a nationalist, is an unfailing seducer of women. On account of his physical 
handsomeness, sophisticated manners and abundant chivalry, he succeeds in 
tempting and finally seducing Champak, thereby creating a sexual jealousy 
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between Beena and Champak. Even when Sabhrai joins them in Simla to prevent 
the possible damage to Beena's virginity or Champak's chastity, she is very 
cleverly fooled by Madan Lal who shows her extraordinary respect and courtesy 
and silences her suspicion about the violation of the family's sexual morals.  
 
Meanwhile, Sher Singh associates himself with the terrorists of Amritsar 
and begins to indulge in the terroristic activities in the city. He is so much 
preoccupied with the nationalistic-cum-terroristic activities that he remains 
blissfully ignorant about the loss of his wife's chastity. In spite of his knowledge 
about Madan Lal's being a notorious womanizer, he fails to know that he has been 
cuckolded by the latter. Though Sher Singh hates the British rule and the British 
officers, he is persuaded by his father to meet the District Commissioner Mr. john 
Taylor to develop some familiarity with him and consequently to change his 
attitude towards him. Buta Singh expresses his pure admiration for the British 
people: 
 
As I was saying, these Englishmen take a lot of 
interest in other people, and it is not just curiosity, it 
is a genuine concern with their problems. Now 
Taylor knows all of you by name, what you are 
doing, how you have fared in your examinations-
everything. He has an excellent memory.36 
 
Far from being impressed by his father's Anglophilia, Sher Singh offers his severe 
comment on the Englishmen, 
 
 "They have learnt from Americans. . . . They have 
reduced human relationships to a set of rules. They 
say you must know the name of the person you are 
talking to and use it as often as possible. You must 
know his or her interest and talk about them and 
never of your own. They write down whatever they 
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have discussed with anyone in their diaries and 
refresh their memories before the next meeting. It 
does not mean much because their real desire is to 
create a good impression about themselves. They 
are not one bit concerned with the affairs of the 
person they happen to be talking to." 37  
 
In spite of Sher Singh's strong dislike for the Englishmen, he yields to parental 
persuasion and wifely order and meets john Taylor by way of courtesy.  
 
But when he meets john Taylor much against his willingness, he feels 
angry with himself. Although Taylor treats him with courtesy and advises him to 
relax in the summer holidays at Simla and even offers him permission to own a 
rifle, Sher Singh feels confused between the contradictory feelings in himself like 
respecting the authority of the District Commissioner on the one hand and his 
hatred for the British rule on the other. Similarly he feels confused between his 
fear of the empty cartridges fingered by John Taylor and his eagerness to drive out 
the British from India. He feels a sense of humiliation at having agreed to meet 
John Taylor and a sense of anger at his parents and wife for having pressurized 
him to meet the officer. He, therefore, returns home with a decision never to 
repeat such a compromising act.  
 
Sher Singh dreams of harmonizing the contradictory philosophies of his 
family somehow or the other, without realizing the impossibility of such a 
happening in real life, i.e., in 1942 in India.  
 
Britain had to get out of India herself or be kicked 
out, and Sher Singh would say that to Taylor's face. 
Could he? What about his father's views? his cousin 
in service and his hope of finding his name in the 
next Honours' list? And the unique honour he was 
getting in the way of an armed police guard outside 
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his house-the sentry who sprang to attention and 
smacked the butt of his rifle even when Sher Singh 
passed by with his college friends? Couldn't it 
somehow happen that these opposite factors could 
be combined into one harmonious whole? He 
visualized scenes when his Nationalist and terrorist 
colleagues honoured him as their beloved leader, 
where Taylor read an address of welcome and his 
father proudly looked on. Such were the dreams 
with which Sher Singh tried to dope himself. They 
were based on the non-discovery of one party by the 
other.38 
 
Thus Sher Singh dreams of achieving his ideal and hopes to concretise his plans 
by resolving the confusion in his mind.  As his will power grows stronger with the 
passing of time, he decides to resort to terroristic action. He, therefore, calls a 
secret meeting of his student friends near the canal bridge outside the city. He 
hides the arms in his garage to escape the notice of the Government police. He 
also knows that some of his fellow conspirators might be informers against him 
and therefore remains quite alert. 
 
One day the village headman Lambardarji meets Sher Singh at his home 
and pretends to be very friendly with him. Sher Singh treats him with buttermilk. 
The village headman cleverly tries to elicit some information about the Hindu 
boys who participated in the shooting party a few days ago. Then Sher Singh 
begins to suspect that the village headman may not be really as innocent as he 
appears, in spite of his courteous behaviour and fine manners. Suspecting him to 
be an informant to John Taylor, Sher Singh offers him some money as a gift, 
though inwardly he knows he has given it to him as 'black money.' He also knows 
that he may have to give more money to the village headman to keep his secrets 
concealed by the Government.  
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By this time, the nationalist activities begin rigorously in north India under 
the influence of Mahatma Gandhi. The Gandhi-cap covered patriots begin to 
attack the shops and public offices. The British soldiers try to beat the patriots 
violently. Thus the nationalistic struggle gathers force and occupies the mind of 
Indians who tend to forget or neglect their personal problems. Shops are looted, 
roads are blocked and trains are stopped by the nationalist agitators. Sher Singh 
reads the newspapers full of news about the nation-wide agitation. He also 
receives a cyclo-styled letter with a caption, 'A Manifesto of the Hindustan 
Socialist Republican Army’: 
 
"It drew attention to the arrests of the leaders and 
asked the youth of India to arise and rid themselves 
of foreign rule. It did not mince its words, 'Shoot 
English officials and the Indian toadies who serve 
them. Destroy roads and bridges; cut telegraph and 
telephone wires; create chaos and paralyse the 
administration. This is your sacred duty. Long live 
the revolution!' 39  
 
After learning about the spread of nationalistic movement all over the 
country, Sher Singh's rebellious impulse grows more and more intense. Finally he 
overcomes his confusion and oscillation and decides to indulge in terroristic 
action. He, therefore, calls a secret meeting of his fellow rebels and takes the oath 
of liberating the country from the foreign rule. They take the oath of secrecy 
before indulging in terroristic action. They are inspired by Mahatma Gandhi in 
general and by Bhagat Singh in particular. They define their terroristic targets 
clearly. As Sher Singh makes it clear, "The call is to destroy means of 
communication. A few bridges blown up, a few roads barricaded and the British 
Army will be stuck where it is." 40 Accordingly they take six hand grenades and 
initially blow the central bridge and think that nobody knows about themselves.  
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Since the nationalistic activities spread all over the country, the British 
officers, especially John Taylor, become very alert and try to control the situation 
as far as they can. John Taylor, therefore, sends for Buta Singh to track down the 
agitators unofficially. He also suggests to Buta Singh that he knows about Sher 
Singh's nationalistic activities. He explains to him clearly that they would leave 
India as soon as the war is over:  
 
Your son could do a good service to his friends and 
his country. You know we are anxious to get out of 
India and hand over the reins of power to you 
people as soon as the war is won. But we will not 
leave the country to the Japanese or the Germans. 
And these acts are calculated to do just that hand 
over India on a silver platter to the Fascist powers.41  
 
An ardent admirer of British rule, Buta Singh decides to advise his son at his 
leisure.  
 
Meanwhile, the village headman Lambardar meets Sher Singh at home and 
asks for compensation of Rs. 300/- for the medical treatment of his bullock which 
has broken its leg in the holes created by the grenades in the canal. Sher Singh 
treats him nicely by giving him buttered toast and asks him to see him at the canal 
bridge in the evening. Sher Singh inwardly suspects that Lambardar, being an 
informer to the British Government, was trying to exploit the situation. When 
Lambardar sees Sher Singh and his friends including Madan Lal near the canal 
bridge, there is an exchange of hot words between them. Lambardar's behaviour 
changes from the modest to the arrogant. Sher Singh and his friends like Madan 
grow certain about his being an informer to the Government and therefore, Sher 
Singh shoots him to death. Lambardar sags to the earth cursing them, "I'll sleep 
with your mothers .... I'll sleep with your sisters .... I'll .. " 42 Immediately they 
bury the dead body and disperse from there.  
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After the death of Lambardar, his son Jimma Singh is appointed as the 
village headman and is given a revolver to defend himself. Jimma Singh has three 
wives and yet he has no single progeny. One day he disappears from the village 
for three days without telling anyone of his wives. The disappearance of Jimma 
Singh is attributed to his murder by one of his relatives. The same is reported to 
the Police Commissioner who sends the file to the Deputy Commissioner to have 
the case closed as 'untraced.' But the Deputy Commissioner sends a warrant to 
search the house of Sardar Buta Singh, the senior most Indian Magistrate of the 
district and another one to arrest Sher Singh. John Taylor wants to treat Buta 
Singh gently and therefore sends for him. When Buta Singh meets John Taylor at 
home, his house is searched by the Police Commissioner. The police constables 
beat Sher Singh, Mundoo and the dog called Dyer. They arrest Sher Singh and 
take him to prison. Champak is simply flabbergasted by the sight of what has 
happened to her husband and family. Buta Singh does not know what is happening 
in his house in his absence. He narrates the history of the loyalty of his family to 
the British Crown right from the days of Sikh rule:  
 
"Sir, we can almost go back to the days of Sikh rule. 
In the annexation of the Punjab and the disbanding 
of Sikh force my great grandfather, who was a 
subedar and had fought against the British in the 
Anglo-Sikh wars, joined the British army. He served 
under John Lawrence. He also fought under 
Nicholson in the Mutiny of 1857 and was awarded a 
medal for the capture of Delhi; we still have it in the 
family. My grandfather was also in the British army. 
He rose from the ranks and retired as a Jamadar in 
those days to be a Jamadar was a big thing for an 
Indian. My father did not join the army, but he 
recruited many soldiers in the 1914 -18 war and our 
family was given lands in the Canal Colonies. I have 
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kept up the tradition of loyalty to the British Crown 
and will do so till the day I die." 43 
 
Although Buta Singh expresses his loyalty to the British Crown, John 
Taylor knows that the British are going to leave India in the near future. He, 
therefore, says to Buta Singh,  
 
I appreciate your sentiments of loyalty, Buta Singh, 
but I do not agree with you about the future of 
Indians and I am British. I feel we should pull out of 
this country as soon after the war as we can – and let 
you Indians manage your own affairs. I, for one, 
have no intention of continuing in the Indian Civil 
Service a day after the ceasefire. In fact I am not on 
the side of Mr. Churchill but on that of Mr. Gandhi 
and Mr. Nehru except, and this is important, I do 
think the war has to be won first. Otherwise the 
Nazis and the Fascists will put the clock back for 
you and for us. I may be wrong, but that is my 
belief.44 
 
Then John Taylor gently asks Buta Singh about his son's nationalistic and 
terroristic activities and his possible connection with the murder of the village 
headman Jimma Singh. Buta Singh is simply shocked out of his wits and begins to 
cry for shame. He covers his face with his palms and blurts out, "My nose has 
been cut. I can no longer show my face to the world."45 John Taylor tells him 
further that his son Sher Singh has been put into jail and gives him fifteen days 
leave and allows him to see and advise his son as often as he can.  
 
On receiving a telegram from Buta Singh, Sabhrai and Beena return from 
Simla by train and are unexpectedly received at the Railway Station by Mrs. Joyce 
Taylor and dropped at her home. Buta Singh explains to his wife how their son 
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has been sent to jail for his being connected with terroristic activities and murder 
of the village headman. Champak also feels crestfallen. Sabhrai is totally 
confounded by her son's behaviour. Although she does not fully understand the 
implications of her son's activities, she wants to have her piece of the moon back 
at home. Her emotional attachment for her husband as well as her son makes her 
not to bother too much about political ideologies. A lady of deep religious bent of 
mind, she believes in the spiritual powers of Guru Govind Singh and the holy 
Granth.  
 
Buta Singh with his pro-British attitude is so much angered and insulted by 
his son's arrest that he refuses to go to the prison to talk to Sher Singh. Likewise, 
Sher Singh also knows that his father will not spare him in case he visits him in 
the prison. When Sher Singh's parents-in-law hear about his imprisonment, they 
take away their daughter Champak back to their place.  
 
Meanwhile, Sher Singh is interrogated by the Sahibs. But Sher Singh 
wants to consult his father or a lawyer before that. Finally he is allowed to consult 
his father. But since Buta Singh flatly refuses to see him in prison, his wife 
Sabhrai wants to see him after four days.  
 
Buta Singh fears that his son's anti-British activities may cost him his own 
job, pension and other amenities of life which he owes to the British sympathy. 
Feeling terribly insecure in life, he grows unusually religious and reads the holy 
Granth. Sabhrai spends a whole night in the golden temple bathing in the cold 
water and meditating and praying all through the night. She waits for the spiritual 
guidance from the Guru in the present crisis. The next day she visits her son in the 
prison, gives him the holy dust from the temple and advises him not to name the 
other culprits. She knows that Sher Singh has done wrong but she invokes the 
Guru to guide him.  
 
After returning from the prison, Mrs. Sabhrai sends a letter thanking Mrs. 
Taylor for all the kindness shown to her. The letter is full of filial tenderness and 
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touches the heart of the addressee, Sabhrai sends the letter with the chauffeur to 
Joyce Taylor. Then she is down with fever and pneumonia.  
 
Buta Singh thinks that only the Englishman i.e. John Taylor can help him 
out of the crisis. He wants to please the English-man with some Christmas gifts. 
He, therefore, arranges to send some fine oranges to John Taylor and his wife and 
a finely composed letter in the name of his wife which shows their admiration for 
the British authorities.  
 
The Christmas gift of oranges is luckily received by Joyce Taylor who 
shows the humanitarian courtesy by visiting Sabhrai. Joyce Taylor, who was 
trained as a nurse before marrying John Taylor, examines the health of Sabhrai. 
Sabhrai is in delirium and cannot speak but she shows her gratitude to Joyce 
Taylor by the quivering movement of her lips. Joyce Taylor tries to enhearten 
Sabhrai and her husband and daughter. She knows that Sabhrai is suffering from 
pneumonia. She is so much touched by the plight of a religious mother i.e. Sabhrai 
that she persuades her husband John Taylor to give a real Christmas gift to Buta 
Singh's family in the form of release of Sher Singh on the Christmas Day itself. 
John Taylor knows that he has ordered the arrest of Sher Singh on mere suspicion 
without having any solid proof about the murder of the village headman. His 
knowledge about Buta Singh's firm loyalty to the British, Sabhrai's religious bent 
of mind and physical suffering and his wife's pressure finally compel him to order 
for the release of Sher Singh on the Christmas Day. Sher Singh is ecstatic about 
his release when he is taken out of the prison into the city in a procession by his 
friends and nationalist zealots. Thus Sher Singh becomes a hero in the eyes of his 
fellow rebels and nationalists. He is garlanded, photographed and cheered by the 
enthusiastic audience. He thumps his chest and declares,  
 
"Comrades ... I wilI cherish the honour you have 
done me today for the rest of my life. I've proved 
that I was calIed upon to do a small duty to my 
country and I did it ....You all know how well the 
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King Emperor-may peace be upon him-looks after 
his guests ....But they could not break the spirit of 
the son of India and God willing they never will.46  
 
Obviously, Sher Singh's father, mother, sister and wife are very happy 
about his release. Sabhrai recovers her health temporarily and spends some happy 
moments with the members of her family. The doctors opine that she should not 
be allowed to be excited. The release of Sher Singh is followed by another happy 
event i.e. the declaration of O.B.E. title for Buta Singh in the New Year's Honour's 
list. Buta Singh initially refuses to believe it, but when the newspaper 
correspondents, colleagues and friends come to garland and congratulate him, he 
accepts it as real. Everybody in the family is very happy.  
 
But alas, the happiness doesn’t continue for long because Sabhrai, after 
four days's cheerfulness, begins to sink suddenly. She knows that she is going to 
die and says, "My time has come."47 She sends for all the members of her family 
and makes them read the holy Granth Sahib. Then she dies while uttering the 
prayer. Her funeral is conducted with due honour and dignity. The Taylors and 
many officials send garlands as a mark of their respect for the late Sabhrai.  
 
Buta Singh's loyalty to the British Crown has earned him the right kind of 
reward. He, therefore, wants to thank Mr. John Taylor for the O.B.E. title and for 
his releasing his son so quickly and unexpectedly and Mrs. Joyce Taylor for her 
kindness shown to his family. He also wants to seek the help of John Taylor in 
fixing a job for his son. He wants to build a memorial for his late wife Sabhrai in 
consultation with the Taylors. He buys a new tie and wears it before meeting them 
and thanks them profusely and consults them about his son's job and a memorial 
for his late wife. The Taylors treat him with great courtesy and friendliness so 
much so that Buta Singh feels that he is one of their family friends. Thus the novel 
I Shall Not Hear the Nightingale delineates the paradoxical picture of the colonial 
encounter between the Indians and the British including both the positive and the 
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negative aspects, the submission as well as re-bellion simultaneously involved in 
it.  
 
Apart from the colonial conflict depicted in I Shall Not Hear the 
Nightingale, there are other details in the novel which are very realistic and 
interesting. Khushwant Singh is known for his stark realism and evocation of the 
Indian, especially the Sikh culture, in the novel. He is not a puritanical writer who 
sugarcoats the truth of life. On the contrary, he is a realist and modernist in the 
sense that he has the courage to look into the face of harsh reality and describe it 
precisely and objectively without any sentimentalism or exaggeration. For 
example, apart from the depiction of Buta Singh's admiration for the British rule, 
Sher Singh's antipathy for the same and Sabhrai's religious nature, Khushwant 
Singh offers a very realistic picture of Champak's sexuality, like her shaving of 
pubic hair, Mundoo's juvenile curiosity about feminine nakedness, Shunno's anal 
bleeding and her sexual surrender to the Peer Sahib, Madan's shameless 
womanization etc., without any hypocritical slurring over them. In this sense, 
Khushwant Singh can be easily compared to Mulk Raj Anand, Chinua Achebe, 
Ngugi wa Thiong'o and other Common-wealth novelists.  
 
III 
 
In Delhi, Khushwant Singh depicted the history of Delhi which is also the 
history of India. The novel is a creation by Khushwant Singh which has to be read 
by those who are interested to know about how India took its present shape over 
the centuries. The author has tackled subject starting from religion to politics. His 
capabilities are unlimited from fiction to non-fiction. The parts which deals with 
the present are somewhat lame whereas the first and the last chapters that tell of 
the present are extremely interesting. As a whole novel tries to clear the vision of 
the readers about that scenario of Delhi at that time and the author becomes very 
much successful in that.  
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The novel accounts the history of New Delhi from the eyes of an old Sikh 
guide named Mr. Singh. His passionate romance with Bhagmati who is a 
hermaphrodite and a representation of Delhi is beautifully paralleled. The story 
progresses with chapters divided in narrations by poets, sultans, soldiers, white 
memsahibs, etc. It starts early in this millennium, and with each alternate chapter 
proceeds through the centuries until the present time, alternating with chapters 
based in the present. The chapters dealing with the past are fantastic. The story is 
told from the viewpoints of various characters and with different styles. 
 
While unfolding the saga of Delhi, the novelist tries to view every 
historical situation and the personages in a detached manner. The historical figures 
turn into three-dimensional and speak for themselves. The novelist tries to grasp 
the innate feelings and the essential strengths and weaknesses of the rulers who 
have moulded the destiny of Delhi, and of India. While unravelling the saga of 
Delhi and its people, Khushwant Singh makes his best attempt to remain as a 
detached observer. This stance is possible for Khushwant Singh as he sees himself 
essentially as agnostic.  
 
The novelist begins the "reliving" of the past of Delhi with the times of 
Ghiasuddin Balban and of sufi saint, Nizamuddin Aulia. It is essentially a time of 
great transition, and society is in a state of flux. The novelist hints at that society, 
of Delhi or of any city and place, is never static and hence constantly evolves. 
Perhaps it is a time of bigotry, and also a time of re-conciliation and reintegration, 
made possible, through the self-sacrificing efforts of sufi saints like Nizamuddin. 
Through a fictitious character, Musaddi Lal, a new Hindu kayastha convert to 
Islam, the transitional times of Delhi are poignantly viewed at.  
 
The life of the new convert to Islam along with his wife stands as 
testimony to the then-fast-changing society of Delhi. For the ironic and comic 
vein adopted by the novelist, the reader would have been swept by the winds of 
prejudices. The comic and ironic mode of the novelist helps him and readers rise 
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above prejudices, and lighten the weight of the subject. The predicament of 
Musaddi Lal, presented in a comic manner, speaks of him and also of many:  
 
I was disowned by the Hindus and shunned by my 
wife. I was exploited by the Muslims who disdained 
my company. Indeed I was like a hijda who was 
neither one thing nor another but could be misused 
by everyone. 48 
  
The times are not devoid of saviours. The one to save Musaddi Lal and the like 
has appeared in the shape of Nizamuddin."Nizamuddin was our umbrella against 
the burning sun of Muslim bigotry and the downpour of Hindu contempt." 49 
 
By making clear his view of religion, Nizamuddin stands as a pillar of 
sanity amidst the prevailing frenzy of bigotry: "I believe that the best way to serve 
god is through love of his creatures .... God is an experience." 50 Further, he could 
stand aloof from the royal patronage, and pronounce: "Kings come and kings go. 
The will of AIlah is eternal." 51 
 
The Oxford History of India records the saintly greatness of Nizamuddin 
and the like who have won the hearts of masses among Hindus and help spread 
Islam in India in a faster and easier manner: "sufi saints or pirs were present in the 
Punjab in the eleventh century ... some like Khwaja Moinuddin Chisti of Ajmer 
and Khwaja Nizamuddin Aulia of Delhi settled near cities where their tombs 
become centres of devotion. They appealed direct to the people and were the 
spiritual preceptors of Islam. The sufis rather than kings, warriors, or adventurers, 
were responsible for the bulk of the Muslim in the subcontinent.52  
 
The novelist's attempts to step into the shoes of Taimur result in an 'almost 
convincing' argument for the invasion of Taimur against India. It is aptly 
suggested that behind the facade of holy wars, there lies the question of personal 
ambitions and interests who take precedence always. It is also made clear that 
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most of the rulers and the people, irrespective of their religious affiliations, are 
simply men of their times only. Hence, one does not wonder at the expression of 
smugness by Taimur.  
 
It is no wonder a book of history which views Taimur from another 
perspective and enlists the devastation caused by him during the invasion:  
 
The city was thoroughly plundered for the days ... 
all the accumulated wealth of generations being 
carried off to Samarkand along with a multitude of 
women and other captives. ,, 53 
  
In the episode of Banda bairagi, one can discern the spreading of Sikh religion 
among the lower classes of society of Delhi, and in what manner this bairagi has 
helped the lower classes develop self-esteem. But in the eyes of history, Banda 
bairagi remains an "imposter"54 only.  
 
Likewise the novelist aptly captures the highly complex and multi-faceted 
personality of Aurangzeb Alamgir who remained to a large extent shrouded in 
mystery and misunderstanding, in the annals of history of Delhi and India. The 
novelist ably visualizes the penitent and god-fearing Aurangzeb. Aurangzeb is in 
his death-bed and is sour and sad, not because of the fast approaching death, but 
with the augurs of impending dismantling of his closely guarded empire, and with 
the sense of unfulfilment:  
 
"I came alone and I go as a stranger. I do not know 
who I am, nor what I have been doing. The instant 
which passed in power left only sorrow behind it.. . . 
Life, so valuable, has been squandered in vain.... I 
fear for my salvation, I fear my punishment. I 
believe in god's bounty, but I am afraid because of 
what I have done." 55  
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The fall of mighty personality like Aurangzeb pushes Delhi into the hands 
of weak rulers. Presently it faces the invasion of Nadir Shah and has to suffer his 
plundering it. It is aptly suggested that the wheels of juggernaut of oppression and 
victimization have rolled further and Delhi as a whole has suffered.  
 
Come the year of 1857, the year of "First War of Independence" along 
with all its "intrigues," Delhi finds itself in a new situation. For a change, the roles 
of victims and perpetrators of oppression have been taken up by a new set of 
people. In the episodes of "Alice Aldwell," "Bahadur Shah Jafar" and "Nihal 
Singh," it is clearly proved that what is ultimately significant is the manifested 
"inherent evil" in man. During this period all sections of the people including 
Europeans have suffered. Perhaps in certain cases victims have turned into 
perpetrators of oppression and vice versa.  
 
The novel also marginally takes into consideration the havoc that was 
wreaked upon Delhi and a part of India during the partition and during the post-
partition period. In the caricature of Mahatma Gandhi and in the fictionalization of 
his assassination, the novelist points out the corrupting influence of evil of bigotry 
and violence on the young minds as seen in the person of Mahatma's assassin, 
Nathuram and also the ultimate and undying victory of Mahatma over violence, 
and the sustenance of the voice of sanity.  
 
It is not out of place here to establish the thematic affinity of the novels 
Delhi and Twilight in Delhi. Khushwant Singh's Delhi compares and contrasts 
with Ahmed Ali's Twilight in Delhi. Both the novelists are ardent lovers of Delhi 
and its past. The plot of Twilight in Delhi, mostly viewed through the eyes of the 
protagonist, Mir Nihal, unravels the saga of Delhi from the watershed year of 
1857 to 1911, the year of Coronation Durbar held by King George V and to the 
Home Rule movement. The novel progresses along the climb-down of Mir Nihal 
and the city, Delhi. Khushwant Singh's Delhi, though the span of time taken into 
consideration is long, is not thematically alien to Ahmed Ali's novel. In a way 
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both the novels testify to the existence of the higher reality, the cyclic process of 
birth-growth-decay-that governs the lives of City and Man.  
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Chapter-4 
Narrative Technique in Khushwant Singh’s Novels 
 
 
Narrative is a telling of some true or fictitious event or connected sequence 
of events, recounted by a narrator to a narratee (although there may be more than 
one of each). Narratives are to be distinguished from descriptions of qualities, 
states, or situations, and also from dramatic enactments of events (although a 
dramatic work may also include narrative speeches). A narrative will consist of a 
set of events (the story) recounted in a process of narration (or discourse), in 
which the events are selected and arranged in a particular order (the plot). The 
category of narratives includes both the shortest accounts of events (e.g. the cat sat 
on the mat, or a brief news item) and the longest historical or biographical works, 
diaries, travelogues, etc., as well as novels, ballads, epics, short stories, and other 
fictional forms. In the study of fiction, it is usual to divide novels and shorter 
stories into first person narratives and third person narratives.  
 
As an adjective, ‘narrative’ means ‘characterized by or relating to story 
telling’. Thus narrative technique is the method of telling stories, and narrative 
poetry is the class of poems (including ballads, epics, and verse romances) that tell 
stories, as distinct from dramatic and lyric poetry. 1 
 
Literally speaking, Narrative is a story and it can be conveyed through 
pictures, songs, poetry, speech, fiction and non-fiction as well. When in the 
writing mode, its telling is relegated to a special person; it becomes a technique 
used by that person. This person who is consigned the duty of narration is the 
narrator and his perspective serves as a prism through which ideas are transmitted 
to the readers. Narrative technique is vastly an aesthetic enterprise. It is binding 
vine of the narrative. A narrator detains the past, holds present and prepares the 
reader for future. There has been much exaggeration in the narrative techniques 
since 1938 when Raja Rao’s Kanthapura was published. It was perhaps the first 
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most successful and influential novel by an Indian writer in English. Traditionally, 
narrative techniques are explained through point of view in novel. There are three 
points of view to present a narrative: first person point of view when the narrator 
is one of the characters: he participates in the action and also comments on the 
events, third person point of view when the narrator narrates the story in an 
objective manner and omniscient point of view where the narrator is God like and 
can also make his presence felt with authorial intrusions.  
 
A narrator has plethora of options to narrate events. He can base his 
narrative on temporality and causality or he can narrate through focalization. 
Focalization changes the course of narrative as the reader receives images of 
character through the impression of the narrator. Focalization employs three 
dimensional strategies: the voice of one who narrates, one who sees and his 
understanding of events.  
 
  In the emerging narrative techniques a discernible reader can easily notice 
the double consciousness of the narrator. Since 1990 the narrators in Indian 
English Fiction speak in the language tinged with a deep anguish for the 
motherland. There is deep rooted awareness of the belonging to the periphery.  
 
I 
 
Train to Pakistan has a fine blending of growth in space and movement in 
time.  The novel grows out of a chronological sequence of time with a synthesis of 
reality and value.  It expresses creatively as to how the movement of trains, which 
used to set tone of the village, signalling time for action, rest and sleep, became a 
symbol of despair, darkness and destruction.  This technique of contrast is very 
suggestive.  
 
The novelist has recreated imaginatively the likes of Hukum Chand, the 
commissioner, reformist, Iqbal, criminals Juggat Singh and Mali gang, still visible 
in the Indian society.  In moneylender Ram Lal’s murder case Jugga and Iqbal are 
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put behind the bars, while the real culprit Mali is released after arrest.  Is such a 
drama not enacted even today?  Also, the lodging together of Jugga, the criminal, 
and Iqbal, the reformist, gives a peep into the police way of functioning then and 
even today.  
 
In his realistic depiction of the then prevailing atmosphere of hatred and 
violence and distrust between the Hindus and the Muslims, Khushwant Singh 
narrative spares neither:        
 
Mullahs roamed the Punjab and the Frontier 
Province with boxes of human skulls said to be 
those of Muslims in Bihar.2   
 
There were reports of Pakistani police helping and protecting Muslims 
who were attacking and killing Hindus.  The atrocities inflicted on Hindus in 
Lahore have been described by the novelist through a police constable who 
reports: 
 
…It was the Muslim police taking side which made 
the difference in the riots.  Hindu boys of Lahore 
would have given the Muslims a hell if it had not 
been for their police.  They did a lot of ZULUM… 
their army is like that, too, Baluch soldiers have 
been shooting people whenever they were sure there 
was no chance of running into Sikh or Gurkha 
troops.3   
 
The novelist had maintained a balance in condemning atrocities on both 
sides.  As a realist in his factual depiction of the violence scenes, he narrates the 
story of four Sikh Sardars on a killing spree in a jeep alongside the column of 
mile-long Muslim refugees on foot. “…without warning they opened fire with 
their stenguns, God alone knows how many they killed… 4   
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The novelist has described three levels of Governmental strata.  
Commenting on this, V.A., Shahane in his book, Khushwant Singh, says:   
 
Three levels of Governmental strata are depicted.  
Hukum Chand belongs to the upper level of the 
Punjab district administration; the sub-inspector of 
police comes from the middle level; constables 
belong to the lower level of this hierarchical, 
administrative structure.  Hukum Chand is a type as 
well as an individual, a person as well as a 
bureaucrat, and, in various ways, an evolving 
character.5   
 
Khushwant Singh has beautifully portrayed the man’s multidimensional 
mind, especially in the case of Jugga, the criminal, in love with Nooran, the 
Muslim Mullah’s daughter. Jugga visits the Gurudwara and asks for the Guru’s 
blessings to prepare himself for the final sacrifice which he does make.  This is 
also true in the case of Hukum Chand whose mind flies to Haseena, the dancing 
girl, heading for Pakistan with a hope that she would be safe.  This ambivalence of 
mind has exquisitely been brought out by Singh in the novel. Shahane comments 
on the character of Juggat Singh and says:  
 
One finds a “rare combination of the criminal and 
the lover, which is a baffling aspect of the realities 
and complexities of life. He embodies the 
ambivalence of moral values. 6  
 
In a rare narrative technique, the novelist has depicted forces of division 
and unity, hate and love, anger and affection and revenge and sacrifice alternating 
in the novel.  Shahane commenting on this aspect says:    
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Train to Pakistan presents rural Punjab with its 
religious and caste divisions, which result in 
alienation, alternating with forces of union, which 
result in amity.  Hate alternates with love; anger 
alternates with affection; the desire for revenge 
alternates with the impulse to sacrifice.7     
 
Singh in this novel has also artistically explored the mind of the Sikh priest 
Meet Singh and the reformist Iqbal, who discuss the urgent need for stopping the 
communities on the Indian side from taking retaliatory actions by blowing the 
train heading for Pakistan with Muslim refugees from Mano Majra on the railway 
over bridge mid river.  Meet Singh is helpless and so is the reformist Iqbal as the 
voice of sanity had been stilled and drowned in the communal frenzy, provoked 
and ignited by arrival and disposal of trainloads of the slain bodies from across the 
borders. Both Meet Singh and Iqbal in the given situation find themselves 
incapable of any positive action and both find themselves out of place.   
 
But it is not the same case with criminal Jugga who gets reformed at the 
last moment and plays the role of saviour, climbs up the steel span of the bridge, 
tugs at the rope, stretches himself on it near the point of knot, slashes at the rope 
with small KIRPAN in face of a volley of shots fired at him by the communalists 
intent on derailing the train.  But Jugga undeterred hammers on and finally cuts 
the rope in shreds, delinks it with the explosive and the train passes off the bridge 
safely to Pakistan.  
 
Shahane hails this novel as a creative endeavour of Khushwant Singh: He says:  
 
The art of Khushwant Singh is revealed in not 
merely probing deep into the real but in transporting 
the actual into symbol and image.  His art of 
realistic portrayal cannot be described merely as an 
exercise in the book-keeping of existence: in fact, it 
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is a creative endeavour of transcending the actual, 
asserting the value of dignity of the individual, and 
finally, of expressing the tragic splendour of a 
man’s sacrifice for a woman.8   
 
Truly, Jugga makes his sacrifice for his love, Nooran, who along with 
others of her caste was heading for Pakistan by the train which is saved from 
being derailed.  Thus, his personal physical love for Nooran is transformed into 
the love for the entire trainload of Muslims.  His love Nooran transcends his 
physical love for her.    
 
Mahatma Gandhi used to say that ‘hate the sin, not the sinner.’  In the 
same vein, the novelist tells his readers through the reformist Iqbal: “Criminals are 
not born.  They are made by hunger, want and injustice.9   
 
Khushwant Singh uses the narrative technique of contrast which is his 
speciality in this novel.  Taking a note of this striking feature applied by the 
novelist in Train to Pakistan; Shahane says :  
 
The three scenes taking almost simultaneously to 
the refrain of the railway engine’s whistle 
demonstrate the three-fold mode of operation of the 
principle of contrast inherent in Singh’s art of 
fiction.  Dacoity is contrasted with love, and a 
spiritual love is differentiated from sheer physical 
passion.  The act of decoity is conceived in a world 
of growing materialism… Jugga’s genuine 
involvement with Nooran is based on strong 
emotion, whereas-Hukum-Chand’s association with 
Haseena, though delicate and ambivalent, is initially 
a transitory, superficial and casual relationship. 10   
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Singh’s narrative technique is such that in his portrayal he has not only 
created the real and life-like situations in the novel, but has also given a sense of 
largeness to life.  He has a unique skill and ability to weave multi-dimensional 
thoughts into a perfect synthetic whole on a pattern seldom found anywhere else.  
He has a power to depict situations with down-to-earth worldliness.  
 
Singh has a knack for painting the insignificant into significant, giving 
adequate word visuals for gestures, facial expressions and nuances of behaviour 
making the depiction vivid and effective as in case of the singer and the dancing 
party brought to the guest house to entertain Hukum Chand.  The description is 
typically Indian and suited to the situation.  
 
Khushwant Singh has presented Mano Majra on the Indo-Pak border in the 
Punjab as a microcosm of the communal temper during the days of partition.  
Applying a rare narrative technique, Singh sets the pattern of the village fusing its 
atmosphere with the whistling and puffing of the rail engines, regulating the 
village activities with the arrival and departure of trains.  When the first stories of 
atrocities reach, the peace of the village is disturbed, but for the unsuspecting 
Mano Majra inhabitants the stories relate to a different world.  They ignore the 
stories and prefer to live in the world of their own, sharing joys and sorrows of 
each other and discussing the village problems in the Gurudwara. There is a vivid 
description in the novel of the village harmonious atmosphere and the functional 
integration. Shahane rightly observes :  
 
…train is a dual symbol.  It symbolizes life and 
action,  but it also stands for death and disaster.  The 
scene of the train from Pakistan, which brings in 
countless corpses to Mano Majra, is awful and 
heartrending.  The setting and appearance of the 
train are in tune with its funeral atmosphere. 11 
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Reflecting on the unceremonious burial of bodies from Pakistan and 
consigning the same to flames which rise to the sky, described by Singh as “red 
tongues of flame”, Shahane says: 
 
The “red tongues of flame” has dual meaning. It 
symbolises poisonous and aggressive nature of the 
snake and shows how, in the heat of destructive 
lunacy men turn into poisonous reptiles.12    
 
The dramatization in the narrative technique of Khushwant Singh has found 
full play in his description of Jugga determined to cut the rope linked to 
explosives to blow off the train from Mano Majra heading for Pakistan as it 
crossed the railway bridge over the nearby river.  As the reader goes through line 
by line his excitement increases as he gets a visual of the dare-devil performance 
of Jugga. He says :  
 
The man hacked the rope vigorously. The thick rope 
had been tied horizontally above the railway line on 
the first steel pan of the bridge.  It was about 20 feet 
above the track.  The rope was stiff as the shaft of 
steel.  
 
The vigilant leader of the gang communalists who 
wanted to derail the train of Muslim refugees 
midriver raised his rifle to his shoulder and fired.  
He hit his mark and one of the man’s legs came off 
the rope and dangled in the air.The other was still 
twined round the rope. He slashed away in frantic 
haste.The engine was only a few yards off, throwing 
embers high up in the sky. Somebody fired another 
shot. The man’s body slid off the rope, but he clang 
to it with his hands and chin.  He pulled himself up, 
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caught the rope under his left armpit and again 
started hacking with his right hand.  The rope had 
been cut in shreds.  Only a thin tough strand 
remained. He went at it with his knife, and then with 
his teeth. The man shivered and collapsed.  The rope 
snapped in the centre as he fell. The train went over 
him, and went on to Pakistan. 13   
 
Critics K.K. Sharma and B.K. Johri in their book, The Partition in Indian-
English Novels, commenting on Train to Pakistan echo the view of V.A. Shahane 
about realism in the novel.  They say:  
 
Khushwant Singh’s Train to Pakistan pictures the 
brutal, realistic story of political hatred and of mass 
passions during the tragic days that preceded and 
followed the partition of India… Trains were halted 
and the unfortunate passengers were ruthlessly 
butchered. Men, women and children were 
indiscriminate victims of mad communal frenzy: 
they were molested and killed by armed bands of 
men.  The novel depicts the fateful journey of one 
such train vividly and powerfully.14  
 
The narrative in the novel opens with a suggestive reference to the summer 
season of 1947 which the novelist describes as “longer, drier and dustier”.15 These 
expressions foretell the future happenings.  The word ‘longer’ suggests continued 
oppressive heat and increased miseries of the uprooted people on either side of the 
Indo-Pak border.  The word ‘drier’ suggests that the fountain of friendship, 
fellow- feeling and compassion would dry up, and the word ‘dustier’ suggests 
feverish movements of the uprooted people in search of new hearth and home 
kicking up blinding dust.  
 
  122 
In the opening part of the novel, Singh gives a picture of unity of human 
and natural world and forecasts punishment for sins in the form of a cruel summer 
season.  Thus, he has weaved into the narration of the novel a popular concept of 
sin and punishment.  
 
Singh has lent significance to his narration on the theme of partition as the 
novel expresses concerns of the people and their anxieties at the dehumanization 
and degradation of human values.  In his narrative technique Singh has applied 
both the reportorial and documentary modes of writing adopting a lucid and fluent 
style.  
 
In the novel, Singh blames both the communities for the holocaust in his 
immaculate portrayal of the real situation. He says :  
 
The fact is, both sides killed. Both shot and stabbed 
and speared and clubbed. Both tortured. Both 
raped.16 
 
In his narrative technique Singh has narrated the story in cause and effect, 
in action and responses, in tensions and conflicts.  He has converted a historical 
fact of partition into a gripping plot giving it a comic-tragic effect.  He has 
recreated the past into meaningful symbols of contemporary situation and future 
possibilities.  
 
In this regard, A.N. Dwivedi, commenting on the two novels, Train to 
Pakistan and I shall Not Hear the Nightingale, says:  
 
His two novels, Train to Pakistan and I Shall Not 
Hear the Nightingale, depict the tragic 
circumstances leading to India’s partition in 1947.  
There is a thick layer of disenchantment and 
disillusionment and bewilderment in them,  the 
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vision remains realistic throughout, and the 
communal barbarism is depicted with a great deal of 
irony and satire.  The style is tough and terse, 
concise and spare, in both the novels, and it is likely 
that Singh is influenced by Hemingway in this 
matter.17   
 
Horres comments: “Some of Singh’s best stylistic effects depend upon 
vivid accuracy and immediacy of apprehension”.18  
 
Train to Pakistan follows a repetitive pattern marked by phases of sanity 
and insanity, discrimination and patronage, corrupt practices and the value 
thinking and righteousness and responsibility. There is lying, bribery, hypocrisy, 
drunkenness, womanizing, unfair police and bureaucratic functioning.  
 
In his narration of the story Singh has not lost sight of popular beliefs of 
the people about bad weather, disturbances in the weather cycle, symbolic use of 
birds and lizards to make a point which has suggestively been explained.  
 
Singh in the novel has minimized elaboration, but dramatized the nuances 
behind the facts.  The dialogues are simple, natural and yet lively and functional.  
He has made use of vernacular words, such as NAR ADMI for he man, which 
appear unavoidable for explaining a point.  
 
The monologues, especially of Hukum Chand, are marked with irony.  A 
feel of it may be had in Hukum Chand’s monologue full of bitter irony: “Yes, Mr. 
Prime Minister (Nehru), you had your tryst (with destiny)….”19  
 
Singh however, appears dilatory when he deals with Monsoon in full three 
pages.  This has been done with a view to explaining to foreign readers what 
Monsoon means for India and Indians.  
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Singh is a writer of human ethos, life and passions and his theme, style and 
treatment of the plot establishes his identity as a writer of Sikh life in the 
undivided rural Punjab.  There is Indianness in his writings. 
 
Writing on the Indianness of Indian Fiction in English, Sheo Bhushan 
Shukla, a well-known critic, observes that to establish a distinct identity, and 
abundance of explanatory ethnographic, social and environmental details, 
intended primarily for the consumption of foreign readers have been given by the 
Indo-English writers while writing “about particular parts of the country: Mulk 
Raj Anand and Khushwant Singh write about the Punjab.”20   
 
Singh’s narrative technique is of a plot, story and an action and 
communication through comic-tragic-ironical modes.  He is a master of subtle 
ironic designs in which he records life and its passions and peeps into the forces 
for and against the interests of the people, society and the nation.  
 
The sharp contrast brought into focus by depiction of a representative 
village, Mano Majra, having a mixed population in the period before and after 
partition is shockingly real.  
 
Violence which erupted in the wake of partition is a part of contemporary 
Indian history marked with the bloodiest upheavals.  Women, young and old, were 
abducted, raped, mutilated and the victims were ordinary men and women.   
 
Singh in his novel brings out poignant scenes in which hands were raised 
by the people against their one-time friendly and helping neighbours on both sides 
of the Indo-Pak border.  And above all the atrocities were committed on the 
people under duress in flight for their new destinations. Critics Sheo Bhushan 
Shukla and Rini Shukla say: 
 
Khushwant Singh’s forte, however, is story telling 
and not characterisation.  He is master of a forceful 
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narrative technique.  His mode is dramatic and his 
presentation is graphic and lively. There is no 
suspicion of any artificiality anywhere in the plot 
and the whole organism emerges spontaneously and 
by itself. The climax in the novel is breathtaking and 
convincing. The novelist avoids the use of the 
marvellous and the improbable, but is compelling 
enough to make us read the novel from cover to 
cover.  A subtle feature of his art is the use of 
spontaneous symbols and motifs which add to the 
vitality of his plots.21   
 
They further comment:  
 
Using the technique of distancing, he creates in 
powerful words the impact of cataclysmal 
happenings on Indo-Pak border on the 
consciousness of the people for whom independence 
means little. 22 
 
The novel points to as to how non-violence was discarded overnight and the 
voice of sanity was throttled.  For the marauders, the orgies of violence were 
fulfilling some basic urgency.  The basic urge of violence overtook the sense of 
balance and on a major test the creed of non-violence crumbled and gave way to 
violence which was encouraged and let loose on both sides with impunity.  
 
Singh has interpreted man and his worldly ways, portrayed psychologically 
the thought process, as in the case of reformist Iqbal, bureaucrat Hukum Chand, 
Sikh priest Meet Singh, Muslim Mullah, the village Lambardar and others. 
 
The novel however, suffers from inadequate emotional expressions of 
Nooran, who is pregnant and in deep love with Jugga, while being forced out of 
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Mano Majra to join her community heading for Pakistan without having even a 
glimpse of her lover who is in jail facing a murder charge.  
 
The fulfillment and frustration of Juggat Singh has, however, been 
portrayed realistically and his preparation for sacrifice to save Nooran from the 
gallows of death is in conformity with the Sikh tradition.  
 
Singh in his narrative technique includes popular beliefs to create the 
desired effect on the readers like: “It is all written there”23 Jugga’s mother says 
cursing her lot and slapping her forehead.  
 
Khushwant Singh mixes Hindi words in his narration to reinforce the 
impact of his narrative.  He has made typical usages bordering on bad English, 
such as:  
 
What honourable noun does your honour bear24?  
Where does your wealth reside25? 
It is absolutely sixteen annas’ worth in the rupee. 26 
…how the pig’s penis penis spoke to Chacha27? 
You snored like a railway engine.28   
Give him his bangles.29     
 
Urdu-Hindi words such as Salaam, Kalyug, Kos, Nar Admi, Annas, Karmat 
etc. have been used, but not out of place. However they add a rare flavour to the 
narrative.  
 
On the strength of the above, it may be said that in his narration of the 
story, Singh has followed humanistic and realistic tradition in the Indo-English 
literature. 
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II 
 
In I Shall Not Hear the Nightingale, Khushwant Singh with his intense 
awareness of the Punjabi life, religion and culture deals with issues of tradition 
versus change and raises socio-political, ethical and moral issues and exposes 
religious hypocrisy bringing in the scenes of overriding physical urge for sex in 
the secret affairs of Shunno, widowed servant, and Muslim Peer Sahib, who by 
religious and social tradition and command of God, are the least expected to 
indulge in clandestine sex.  
 
The readers are aghast at Singh’s extraordinary zeal to discuss sex, 
weaving sex stories in the plot.  This is proved by the depiction of a sex-hungry 
husband and wife escaping to fields for physical sex as they do not get time and 
opportunity for sex in homes in the presence of the elders.  May be in the Punjab 
such things might be happening those days, it is, however, unknown to the couples 
in eastern Uttar Pradesh and even Central part of the State.  
 
A rape case is often reported in fields of eastern and western Uttar 
Pradesh, but couples often make their physical contact during the dead of the night 
when elders in the house are fast asleep or have gone out.  The couple keeps 
waiting for the midnight hour to strike when the wife stealthily opens the doors for 
her husband who hurries in and leaves the bed before it is dawn to escape 
attention.  
 
Singh brings in sex as a professional writer to arrest the attention of the 
readers.  He is however not elaborative on his characters, who are suggestive and 
types of their own, but his sex scenes are fully elaborative and in the novel under 
study Singh has written three lengthy paragraphs on sex.  
 
In this context, a reference to the exhibitionist Champak travelling with 
Madan from Kalka in a train compartment may be made.  The novelist sketches 
her thus:  
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Champak went into the bathroom and took a 
shower.  She came back wearing her transparent 
kimono.  She went to the window and let down the 
shutter.  A gust of wind blew the kimono on either 
side, baring her from her feet to her waist.  Her hair 
flew wildly like the snakes on Medusa’s head.30    
 
At this Madan switches off the lights before coming towards her and this 
makes Champak remark: “Can’t you bear to see me as I am? Why do you want it 
dark?.”31 This remark indicates that she feels pleasure in exposing her private 
parts.  
 
Responding to the remark Madan, however, presses the switch to light the 
compartment and Champak not satisfied with the exhibition of her private parts 
goes a step further:  
 
“Champak took off her kimono, tossed it on the rack 
and lay down on the berth”, leaving an instruction or 
suggestion to Madan, “Now you can switch off the 
lights if you want to” .32 
 
Madan who had not seen any other woman, not even his wife, like that was 
naturally amused at the stark exhibition.  Before he was gathering himself 
together, Champak shot back : “Don’t look at me like that : it makes me ashamed 
of my nakedness.”33    
 
To the affirmation of Madan that he had never seen one with absolutely 
nothing on, pert comes a reply from Champak: “I still have my wrist watch.”34 
 
This descriptive detail of the gestures for sex is the art of Khushwant 
Singh whose keen eye and experiences goad him to write about these.  
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Socio-political and cultural complexities are subjects which Singh 
discusses in his novel with the minutest details, leaving the readers quite 
impressed.  While he appears to be and is obsessed with sex in his novels, he does 
not make any significant reference to an elaboration of the Quit India Movement 
which is the subject in I Shall Not Hear Nightingale.  The Quit India Movement 
had been launched by the Congress led by Mahatma Gandhi on August 9,1942, a 
period to which the novel is related.  In reference to the political upheavals during 
the period, Singh is only suggestive about the uprising of the Indian people against 
the British rulers.  
 
Clandestine love affair flourishes at a sacred place in close proximity of 
what in general belief is the adobe of God, purity personified between a Hindu 
widow and a Muslim Peer Sahib on the one hand, and on the other such an affair 
is being carried on between a married man and a married woman at Shimla with 
its extension in a moving train’s second class compartment, the act of love-
making matching with the rhythmic movement of the train.  
 
In this description, Singh has emphasized the sheer physical necessity for 
sex and makes a point by stressing that the infatuation of Shunno for Peer Sahib 
and of Champak for Madan is born out of natural sexual stincts which override all 
other considerations of propriety or impropriety, morality or immorality, 
suitability or unsuitability, and even caste barriers.  
 
The sex-hungry Shunno and tempestuous Champak in the household of 
Sabhrai, a pious religious lady true to her husband and the family, are characters 
which represent types in house which otherwise remain surcharged with religious 
activities.  
 
The novelist has shown the intensity of sex-hunger being so powerful as it 
knows no bounds and breaks to pieces the shackles of all social, moral, ethical and 
religious virtues and even the feat of God does not deter either the Hindu widow 
or the Muslim Peer Sahib from sex.  
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The clandestine love-making of Shunno with Peer Sahib has been 
described by the novelist thus:  
 
Here was a man twenty years younger, strong and 
virile tearing off the padding of respectability with 
which she had covered herself.  He stirred up the 
fires of a volcano which had all but become extinct.  
It was all wrong, but it was deliciously irresistible.  
It was like an itch which begs to be scratched till it 
draws blood.35     
      
Singh in this description stresses that sex is a physical necessity which 
Shunno “had almost forgotten… Her instincts had been buried under a thick pad 
of conventional morality prescribed for a Hindu widow-religion, charity, gossip 
about sex, but no sex.”36   
 
As against her, Peer Sahib, too, was placed in the same situation:  
 
With the vows of celibacy to which he was 
committed, sex got little chance of natural 
expression. He had to be satisfied with his own 
devices or occasionally take liberties with the little 
boys sent by their mothers to learn the scripture.37 
 
In matters of sexual urge, Singh points out that there is no difference 
between the high and the low.  Champak in the family of a bureaucrat and 
Shunno, a servant, in the same household, feel in the same way.   
 
Khushwant Singh has created a make-believe world of sex fantasy by 
skillfully painting weakness in his characters who become daring in their sexual 
exploits.  Singh has appended a quote from the Guru Granth Sahib passing a 
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meaningful commentary on what Champak, Beena, Shunno, Peer Sahib and 
Madan indulge into :  
 
O, Black Buck, why lovest thou  
The pleasure of fenced-in fields? 
Forbidden fruit is sweet but for a few days 
It entices and ensnares 
Then leaves one sorrowing.38     
 
The description of physical reality has its peak in horror and elemental 
passion as it shows man as a naked animal, stark nude, mechanically following 
passions throwing to the wind all norms of decency, privacy, destroying in the 
process the family traditions in novelty.  
 
Singh sketches Champak as a sex-maniac who in her exhibitionism does 
not spare her minor teen-aged servant Mandoo who saw:  
 
Champak hid her nakedness with her hands between 
her knees.  Her raven hair fell on either side of her 
neck.  Her breasts looked out from between her 
arms.  Mudoo stared stupidly at her without replying 
and then started to back out of the door.39  
 
But Champak is not ashamed of having been seen thus by her servant and 
instead asks him to stay saying:  “what! Shall I mix the water in? Both the bucket 
and the canister are full.” 40      
 
Mundoo responds as asked and “his eyes never rose above Champak’s 
knees, nor left them.  Champak remained as she was, hiding her nakedness with 
her hands, watching the boy’s embarrassment.” 41 
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The reader is amused at Champak’s daring in allowing the servant to 
remain glued to the exhibition of her private parts.  And the irony is that this has 
been going on in a house which is singularly religious because of the religiosity of 
Champak’s mother-in-law, Sabhrai.  
 
At another place, Singh paints a portrait of Champak who is examining 
herself before a full length dressing table mirror after shaving her private parts:  
 
She loosened her hair and turned round to see how 
she looked from behind.  Her hair fell to the point at 
which her buttocks rose like softly rounded 
watermelons.  There were dimples on either side of 
her rear waist.  She turned round once more, inhaled 
deeply, and lifted her breasts with the palms of her 
hands and then ran her finger round her nipples till 
they became like berries. She clasped her arms 
above her head and wriggled her hips in the manner 
of hula-hula dancers.  She drew her belly in as much 
as she could and stroked it with her hand down on 
either side to her knees.  She studies her face and 
figure in all the postures she had seen in 
photographs of nude models.  She found the 
reflection in the mirror to her satisfaction.42      
 
Rosanne Archer commenting on the novel says:  
 
It is sometimes interesting in spite of one 
dimensional characters, heavy-handed plotting, a 
flattered climax, and dollops of sex piled on 
irreverently… Much of the book is awkwardly 
devoted to the rambles and paste board people 
through bed and bower.  The book is saved 
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somewhat, however, by an easy style and by the 
charm and interest of its picture of the Punjab land 
and Sikh people.43   
 
In sexual bouts Madan Lal, son of another magistrate Wazir Chand, is a 
match for Champak, Magistrate Buta Singh’s daughter-in-law.  Madan is like 
Lord Krishna with his Gopis.  A Life-size picture of Lord Krishna adorns the 
drawing-room of Wazir Chand as against a Gurudwara temple with the Granth in 
the house of Magistrate Buta Singh.  Lord Krishna’s picture is the only symbol of 
religiosity in the house of Wazir Chand.  The two families maintain cordial 
relationships.  
 
As against Madan Lal, his friend and Champak’s husband, Sher Singh, 
which means a lion, is not a match for sexual activities with his sex hungry wife 
Champak.  He is failure as a husband.  This provides a gap which is filled in by 
Madan Lal on the strength of the cordial relationship between the two families.  
As against Champak, Madan Lal has also been characterized as a sex maniac who 
does not spare even Beena, Sher Singh’s sister, and ensnares her in his false love 
promises.  
 
Singh gives a view of Beena with Madan in a cinema hall and how Madan 
behaves with her:  
 
Madan began to caress her arm.  Beena did not 
move.  Then his hand brushed against her breast. 44    
 
This Braji (brother) of Beena in his extended love affair makes an 
unbrotherly proposal to her at Simla on her swearing that to remain friendly with 
him she would do anything, and Madan asks: “Come to my room tonight when 
everyone is asleep.”45     
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An unsuspecting Beena does go to his room to find it bolted from inside 
and her sister-in-law is not in her room.  She finds Madan having sex with 
Champak who too is in Simla in the same house.  
 
Madan is a victim of his own plans.  He had invited Beena and when his 
arrangement with Champak was finalized he could not tell Beena not to come, 
apologizing to her as he had thought, for making an unbrotherly proposal at a rash 
moment.  But he could not do so.  The novelist has portrayed its effect on Beena 
thus: 
 
She stood rooted to the ground like a statue.All 
longing turned to cold, sickening hate.46 
 
The novelist brings out forcefully that the real cause of Champak seeking 
an outlet to quench her insatiable sex desire is Sher Singh himself.  He befriends 
Madan Lal, a sports hero of the college, to come in limelight in winning students 
union election, depending heavily on the popularity of his friend who has almost 
the entire student community and the college staff as his fans. This very fact gives 
Madan Lal easy accessibility to Sher’s wife Champak, who is already enamoured 
of him for his manly qualities, sweet voice and handsome personality. J.B. Bryant, 
commenting on the novel, says:  
 
Offering insights into the life and customs of the 
Sikhs in India, this short novel by a cosmopolitan 
Indian scholar presents a drama of family loyalties 
which can be enjoyed by western readers with little 
or no knowledge of eastern affairs….47 
 
The love episode and escapades in the novel are rooted in causes and 
effects which have been portrayed in a winsome style by the novelist who is so 
powerful in his sketches of love scenes as to earn for him the reputation of a 
human psychologist, sociologist at the same time.  
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At time his sex scenes make the conscience of the readers itch.  This gives 
an impression that the author is a non-serious writer given to unusual details and 
weaving an atmosphere of sex which lead astray the adolescent mind.  
 
In his obscene depiction of sex scenes, Singh is more businesslike than an 
artist, crude and clumsy, irreverently elaborative, but in characterization he does 
excel and in painting human infirmities he has no peers.  
 
Regarding weaknesses and redeeming features of the novel, Phoebe 
Adams says:  
 
Mr. Singh is business-like writer, not given to frills 
and subtlety.  Even so the novel is not entirely 
sober.  There are mischievous caricatures, of minor 
officials… and a scandalously funny episode in 
which the family’s mistreated boy-of-all-work takes 
Rabelaision revenge. Mr. Singh gives an impression 
of being an artless and sometimes a clumsy writer, 
but his major characters come to life, and their 
mistakes have the power to make the readers’ 
conscience itch.48     
 
Depictions of sex scenes are central in the novel. Excessive stress on sex is 
unhealthy for the adolescent readers. Politics has been discussed in a very casual 
way, thinly weaved in the story. What has been discussed in detail is sex and the 
Punjabi way of life, interspersed with wit and humour.  
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III 
 
Delhi, Khushwant Singh’s third novel, first published by Penguin Books 
India Limited in 1990, has been written with a totally journalistic approach to sell.  
In fact, the book is “sex on sale”, containing an anecdotal version of history.  
 
In this novel the narrator is a Sikh with dyed beard and obsessed with 
history, sex and anecdotes.  Not conforming strictly to the novelistic parameters, 
this book is in the form of a tourist guide, selecting historical episodes connected 
mostly with the tourist places, known or unknown, Muslim period ruins, domes 
and mosques and tourist sites of Muslim-ruled India, giving rise to a suspicion that 
the author has foreign readers in mind.  
 
The novelist however uses a special kind of narrative technique of interior 
monologue and the narration alternates between the past and the present.  Besides, 
autobiographical element has been added to it.  
 
The narrative technique also includes the use of relevant Urdu couplets 
and translation into English of Hindi phrases to enliven the narration in which 
rules of restraint in expression of obscenity and crudity have more been flouted 
than followed. In the author’s own admission:  
 
It may read like a ‘Fucking Man’s Guide to Delhi: 
Past and Present’, but that is not what I mean it to 
be.49    
 
This confession and profession of intention by the novelist appears 
mysterious to the readers, as Delhi and Bhagmati, the HIJDA whore with power 
of both the sexes, sound both mysterious and alluring.  
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The novelist known for his love for sex has bluntly dealt with all kind of 
perversities and described it with its horrifying nakedness and used filthy epithets 
which make the conscience of the readers itch.  
 
The main theme of the novel is history, history confined to portrayal of 
Delhi in certain periods of history under certain rulers, history which is not all 
inclusive but selective. The novelist is also strictly personal and whimsical in 
selection of the period of history, encompassing six centuries, personages and 
commoners.  
 
The novelist travels through time, space and history picking up threads of 
this choice to suit to the canvass of his narration. In his journey, however, the 
author has skipped over important events and personages of the past and 
contemporary India and as such authenticity of history, as detailed by him, may be 
questioned.  But to chosen historical events and personages are only a cover for 
the message the author wants to give for the future and the lesson to be learnt from 
the past.  
 
The book is in the nature of a guide for the tourists. The author has worked 
as such.  From his experiences as a guide, the author says:  
 
It was not very hard work. After I had memorised 
the names of a few dynasties and emperors and the 
years when they ruled, all I had to do was to pickup 
a few anecdotes to spice my stories.50   
 
This passage explains the mode of selection of the period of history, the 
rules, anecdotes and spices added which the novel under study contains.  The 
author thus has given the history, time and space the form of a novel which is the 
product of his knowledge in the intricacies of a successful guide.  In this 
endeavour, his vast travel experience, meeting with men and women of diverse 
countries with varied food habits and manners, has come handy and his expert 
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knowledge of English and felicity of writing together with his literary and 
journalistic bent of mind added flavour to the narration.  
 
In fact what follows in the novel in the form of history, places and 
anecdotes has been described by the author himself in the paragraph below:  
 
At the Qutub Minar I told them of the number of 
suicides that had taken place and how no one could 
jump clear of the tower to come down in one piece.  
I told them of Humayun’s father, Babar, going 
round his son’s sickbed four times praying to Allah 
to transfer his son’s illness to him and how 
Humayun had been restored to health and Babar 
died a few years later.  About the Red Fort and its 
palaces I had picked up a lot of interesting details 
from the times Shah Jahan built it the kings who had 
sat on the peacock throne and were later blinded and 
murdered; the British who had taken it after Mutiny 
of 1857; the trials of INS officers, down to 15 
August 1947 when Lord Mountbatten had lowered 
the Union jack and Nehru hoisted the Tricolour on 
the ramparts. Having once done my homework, 
there was little more to do to impress the tourists 
with my learning.51  
 
The first VVIP visitor, Lady Hoity-Toity, famous archaeologist and cousin 
of the Queen, whom Khushwant Singh conducts as a tourist guide, is said to be 
interested in archaeological sites. The author-narrator is told about his assignment:  
“She wants to examine some old sites to see if she can dig up something.”52   
 
This explains that the novel is a tourist guide version of history, the fact 
being available in any book of history, but this history is added with spicy tales by 
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the author-narrator who keeps a date with tourists more often trying to seduce 
them and also getting presents from them.   
 
The mischievous bent of mind of the author-narrator who does not miss an 
opportunity to flirt with the woman he acts as her guide may be noticed in the 
following:  
 
She leaps out of bed stark naked: small wrinkled 
breasts; nipple looking downward and dejected; 
wrinkled belly with a slightly paunch beneath the 
navel; scraggy brown pubic hair.  I put the gown 
round her shoulders and close my hands over her 
breasts. 53 
 
But Sardarji (the novelist) has already hit his mark. The lady returns to him from 
the bathroom, puts her hands on his shoulder and demands:  
 
Don’t be cross.  I’m a bit of a cock-teaser.  She 
gives a smelly kiss on the nose to seal her 
forgiveness.54  
 
And this is because she had initially objected to Sardarji being bold with her: 
 
On the other hand, the author-narrator has pictured Bhagmati, the hijda 
whore, thus:  
 
Delhi and Bhagmati have a lot in common.  Having 
been misused by rough people they have learnt to 
conceal their seductive charm under a mask of 
repulsive ugliness.55 
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The narrator who claims himself to be one of the lovers of Delhi maintains 
that both Delhi and Bhagmati “reveal their true selves” only to their lovers.  This 
infatuation of the novelist with Delhi and Bhagmati is symbolic of the legendary 
love of Majnu with Laila.  
 
No wonder, Singh loves Delhi with all its ugliness as he in the role of a 
guide, especially for foreign VIPs and VVIPs, had to sell the history of Delhi and 
he could not do it without having a basic sound knowledge of such stretches of 
history, spanning some 600 years, as may interest his clients; and to arouse their 
interest in antiquities he had to add spices to make his narration absorbing.  These 
sundry jottings on historical periods, personages and manners, surroundings and 
historical monuments have been weaved into a gripping story.  
 
The past and the present alternate in Delhi and the entire novel rotates 
around Bhagmati and the past of Delhi in its every chapter.  The past illuminates 
the present and the present gives a peep into the past.  This special kind of 
narrative technique leaves its readers impressed at the author’s comprehension of 
the mind of personages, such as Dara Shikoh, Aurangzeb, Amir Khusrau, 
Musaddi Lal Kayastha, Timur, Bahadur Shah Zafar, Jaita Rangreta, Nadir Shah 
and others who have been given a somewhat sympathetic treatment.  
 
History has been treated superficially in the novel.  Its quantum is only that 
which generally is interpreted to the foreigners on their on the spot conducted 
tours of historical sites and places of interest which may interest them as sell.  
 
The novelist, however, has given a new angle to the treatment of three 
characters, Timur, Aurangzeb and Nadir Shah who in their interior monologues 
have bared their real intention for invading India and ascending to the throne of 
Delhi. This is a rare narrative technique in which the author-narrator has no peers. 
 
There are, in the novel, as many as nine historical chapters.  Of these seven 
are monologues of ordinary men who include Musaddi Lal, Jaita Rangreta, Meer 
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Taqi Meer, Alice Aldwell, Bahadur Shah Zafar, Nihal Singh and such other 
people as narrate the events of the early 20th century.  
 
Besides, historical personages have been dealt with in three chapters and 
they are Timur, Aurangzeb and Nadir Shah who in their interior monologues 
explain to the readers the driving forces and impulses behind their actions.  Here 
the novelist is at his best in imaginatively portraying the real intent of the trio for 
invading India and in the final analysis they are made to concede that greed for 
power and wealth together with religious fanaticism goaded them to undertake a 
long and arduous journey to gain victory over India and rule it.  
 
It is amazing that Singh who has worked on history should in this novel 
skip over a vast and important period of history before Balban and instead devote 
full four pages to give a long sermon on farting in the chapter allotted to Bhagmati 
in which the author-narrator is the main speaker. O.P. Mathur notes:  
 
In fact, he has skipped over large and significant 
areas of the history of Delhi before Balban, all the 
Hindu rulers, a number of Muslim rulers including 
some of the Moghuls.  The gradual rise of the East 
India Company, the Quit India Movement, the 
Indian Independence and Partition, and the China 
War and the two Pakistani wars.  Among the events 
of more recent history, while the Kashmir problem 
and Emergency have been totally ignored, 
inordinately long space has been given to the Punjab 
problem and the anti-Sikh riots of 1984. 56   
 
This observation corroborates fully my earlier stand-point that only that 
part of Delhi’s history has been chosen for delineation which may interest the 
foreign tourists and readers and which had inspired the author to include in the 
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book and as such he is very selective and the selection is as per his like and 
dislikes.  
 
The narrator’s sermon on farting is out of context, but the observations 
and anecdotes are interesting.  This adds sense of humour and also enlightens the 
readers on the forms and types of farting.  As usual, Singh has introduced sex in 
his delineation on farting.  The narrator says:  
 
Farting is one of the three great joys of life.  First 
sex; second oil rubbed in a scalp full of dandruff; 
third, a long satisfying fart.57   
 
Regarding the novel being a tourist guide with spicy materials, O.P. Mathur 
comments:  
 
Singh’s deep love for Delhi makes him to work for 
twenty years, as he says, to write a novel on its past, 
a novel sui generis,  a portrayal of the historical 
times, some of the important rulers and some 
unknown commoners through their own words, and 
the whole suffused with the author’s personality and 
views.  It is a remarkable tour de force.58 
 
Besides, commenting on the selection of periods from history, personages 
and commoners, Mathur in the same article observes:  
 
The basis on which events and characters have been 
selected for delineation seems to be only the 
novelist’s personal predilection and the extent of 
inspiration provided to him by them.59 
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He further says:  
 
Such a puzzling selection of events and persons 
seems to arise only from the author’s whims which 
have made his celebration of Delhi so lopsided and 
unrepresentative.  Thus Delhi is as far as its basic 
historical material is concerned, at last a series of 
haphazard and whimsical forays into the past and 
contemporary history of Delhi.60 
 
Mathur is absolutely right as the novelist while writing about the Punjab 
and the anti Sikh riots of 1984 in Delhi has taken upon himself the job of historian 
and looked at the events from a Sikh psyche, using filthy languages and unseemly 
expressions.  He is not suggestive, but crude in descriptive details incorporating 
filthy Hindi abuses, such as “bahinchod”, “madrchod”61 (Sister-fucker and 
mother-fucker).     
 
Bhagmati on the role of police during the anti-Sikh riots in Delhi, reports 
to the author-narrator:  
 
“Police? ‘She asks contemptuously’: Those 
bahinchods are with the mobs.”  “We give you 
thirty-six hours to finish every Sikh in the city”62, 
they tell them.  
 
It is popularly believed that police played a partisan role in the anti Sikh 
riots of 1984.  But a writer of the stature of Singh instead of being carried away by 
Sikh sentiments should have observed, as a responsible citizen, restraint in his 
expressions.  His returning of the Government of India Award after the Blue Star 
Operation and subsequent riots in Delhi was not a mild rebuff to the Government 
of the day.        
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Is it because of this sentiment in the Sikh psyche that Singh did not favour 
allotting any monologue to either Tilak or Mahatma Gandhi, Jawahar Lal Nehru 
or Dr. Rajendra Prasad, Maulana Azad or Indira Gandhi. O.P. Mathur rightly 
observes:  
…none of these personages of modern 
history impelled Singh to allot monologues 
as apparently he did not consider them as 
“important as Nadir Shah”, Aurangzeb or 
Bahadur Shah Zafar to deserve a monologue 
:far from it, they have not received any 
worthwhile mention, if at all they have been 
mentioned.63   
 
Instead of giving a monologue slot to Gandhi, Nehru and Patel, Singh puts 
Gandhi and Nehru almost in a bad light through the utterings of RSS boys who, 
however recognise Sardar Patel as their friend, but Gandhi as Enemy Number One 
and Nehru as Enemy Number Two:  
 
Gandhiji is our enemy number one.  He says; ‘Get 
out of the mosques of Muslims’ homes’. I want to 
ask him: ‘Oi, Old Man if we got out of their 
mosques and homes, where we are to live?  On the 
pavements?  It does not behove who lives in Seth 
Birla’s palace to talk like this.64  
   
These remarks against Gandhi contain both condemnation and irony.  
Singh has done this very cleverly as the condemnations of Gandhi conforms to the 
RSS line of thinking.The same treatment has been meted out to Nehru as well.  
The RSS boy says:  
 
Nehru is our enemy number two.  He calls us 
goondas.  I want to ask him: ‘Oi Pandit, where was 
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your police and your army when Mussalman 
goondas were slitting our throats?’65    
     
The RSS boys have some respect for Sardar Patel.  And yet the novelist dismisses 
him by saying only a few lines about him through the RSS boys:  
 
Sardar Patel is our friend.  ‘They are not thieves and 
dacoits, but love their country,’ he says.  Only to 
please Gandhi and Nehru he adds that we are 
‘misguided.’  The police also are our friends.  And 
why not?  Most of the new police are refugees from 
the Punjab.  They know the truth about Mussalmans 
and are not beguiled by Gandhi-Nehru bakvas.66   
 
Gandhi has been caricatured not only as four-twenty but a step further as 
an RSS activist calls him twice four-twenty equal to 840 and 840 is the number 
allotted to the activist by the Sangh Chief to keep a watch on Gandhi. The 
direction to the activist is:  
 
We must know what this Gandhi fellow is up to.  
Number 840, you will attend the old man’s meetings 
and report what he says and who comes to see 
him.67   
 
Singh does not stop here in belittling Gandhi.  The RSS boys say about Gandhi:  
 
If the old fellow had been a member of our Sangha 
he would not have a more appropriate number than 
mine.  840 is twice 420 which is the Section of the 
Penal Code defining fraud – and Gandhi is a double 
fraud.68  
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Such an expression, whatever the party line of RSS, demolishes our 
national symbols and encourages the younger generations to see the greatmen of 
our contemporary history in a bad light.  Mahatma Gandhi in an interior 
monologue should have been allowed to explain himself as has been the case with 
invaders if he was given a sympathetic treatment in the novel.  
 
It would not be out of place here to refer to the fact that Singh has painted 
poignant scenes of partition and its aftermath in his first novel Train to Pakistan.  
He describes the Muslim barbarity, the flight to Sikhs from Pakistan and their 
horrible plight in Delhi, too, in first person through Ram Rakha, the anti Muslim 
feelings among the refugees and the RSS boys, the Sangha members and their hate 
for Gandhi and Nehru and finally the shooting of Mahatma Gandhi who keeps on 
insisting on the Hindu-Sikh unity.    
 
The feeling of remorse that sets in the person who saw Mahatma Gandhi 
being killed has been described movingly.  The man who is in a ‘fit of madness’ 
brings the killer down. Soon thereafter, the culprit is taken into the police custody.  
Ram Rakha, though he did not like Bapu, cries in the most poignant way:  
 
I killed him with my own hands, I killed him.’  Then 
I slap my forehead and yell, ‘Hai, hai’, I murdered 
my Bapu.69   
 
The anguished cry of Ram Rakha is symbolic of the deep guilt and sorrow 
of the entire Indian nation.   
 
Singh has though made humanist and rational approach in the novel to 
events and men weaving interior monologue based on historical materials, a 
pervading Sikh psyche is clearly discernible.  
 
Finally, the author-narrator reveals his real self in “The builders” claiming 
rightly himself as one of the descendants of the builders of New Delhi.  It is here 
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that he bares his personal perception of men and events.  Especially connected 
with the Operation Blue Star and anti-Sikh riots.  He is the narrator of events and 
history becomes a narrative in his hands, which in a sense is rather not an 
objective statement of the tragic happenings of those days. O.P. Mathur rightly 
comments:  
 
As regards the anti-Sikh riots of 1984 in the last 
chapter, the narrator of the novel himself takes on 
the task of the historian.70    
 
Khushwant Singh, however, has given a wonderful literary treatment to the 
theme by putting the narrative in a contemporary framework blending into it 
autobiographical elements, with its range covering six centuries.  Alternating past 
with present and present with past, the narrator and his mistress, the eunuch, the 
novelist follows a recurring pattern and in the process makes a veiled inquiry into 
the modern Indian politics which gravitates round Delhi, the capital of India.  
 
The country is beset with the problems of regionalism, communalism, 
extremism and violence.  The novelist gives the message of fraternity and peace 
through the turmoils, killings and the bloodshed of the past and the present.  
 
What is agonizing for the readers is that they have to wade through a maze 
of repulsive and ugly usages of language and perverse sexy humours which have a 
repetitive pattern all through to get to the essence, the message of the novel, for 
communal amity, peace and fellow-feeling.  
 
IV 
 
Khushwant Singh presents man not as figment of spirit but as a being with a body 
who lives with all his elemental passions. Naturally sex-lust-sex has always been 
present in his fictional world and The Company of Women is not an exception. 
The novel is probably quite accurate with regard to the social mores inherent in 
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middle class Indian society which dictate that sexual relationships with unattached 
contemporaries of similar social standing are largely taboo. 
 
Kumar's relationships with a veritable range of Indian women from 
different parts of the subcontinent are initially fulfilling but lead ultimately to 
disappointment. 
 
As the protagonist who brings women to his luxurious lair one may get the 
feeling that he uses women. But a closer examination of the individual encounters 
leaves one with the feeling that it is Mohan Kumar who is being exploited by the 
women folk in question, mainly for money and sex. 
 
The narrative uses some interesting devices in terms of switching from the 
first person to the third person and flits niftily from one period of Kumars life to 
another. The novel also provides familiar insights into every day life in Delhi for 
those familiar with this sprawling and increasingly exciting Indian metropolis. 
Khushwant Singh commenced writing The Company of Women when he was 
eighty-three and finished at age eighty-five71.  
 
Sex is the principal driving force in the life of Mohan Kumar in 
Khushwant Singh's The Company of Women (1999). The book traces Mohan 
Kumar's amorous adventures in full detail. Not only the title of the novel, but even 
the chapter names (Dhanno, Sarojini, Jessica Browne, Yasmeen ... ) indicate that 
the book is an account of Mohan Kumar's relationship with various women.  
 
Mohan Kumar's sex life does not begin with Dhanno. He has been initiated 
long back at Princeton by Jessica Browne. When Mohan Kumar admires Jessica's 
figure, she questions, "Want to see what I'm really like?" and strips herself off. 
She takes him to her bed, pulls him over her. Mohan Kumar vividly recalls how 
he lost his virginity at twenty.  
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He thinks his friendship with Jessica will hold as long as he is in the 
States, but it does not last long beyond spring. When he sees her go out with 
another boy, he feels "a stab of jealousy in my heart"72 and then begins an 
unending sex game. 
 
Khushwant Singh's basic concern as a novelist has been the need to find 
the meaning of human existence in man's struggle against various negative forces. 
In spite of the loss of values in traumatic situations, Khushwant Singh is able to 
shore the essential human element, often surging from an unexpected corner.  
 
He was distressed and disillusioned due to the crisis of values in Partition. 
The myth of the innate goodness in man was exploded. His belief that Indians are 
more spiritual and hence more peace-loving and non-violent was shattered.  
 
From the memories of Mohan Kumar emerges a human figure who is 
cursed with lust but also has some good qualities of head and heart. He is a clever 
student with special aptitude for arithmetic. He is gifted with a good memory. He 
wins a state scholarship to DAV College. He tops the university in the degree 
examinations and wins a scholarship to Princeton. He does well in his studies. He 
finishes his final year at Princeton and stays another year to do an advanced 
course in finance. He is much attached to his father. From Princeton he writes to 
his father almost every week and sends him money every month. In spite of a 
bright opening in America he comes back for his father. "I would not abandon him 
in his old age." 73 After coming to Delhi, Mohan Kumar goes along with whatever 
his father wants him to do. Though he does not like the social system, for his 
father's insistence he remains "a mute spectator, eyeing one girl after another." 74 
For his father's satisfaction he visits haridwar to have a dip in the holy Ganga as 
an act of penance. His domestic life is not successful. His married life is most 
unhappy. His wife, Sonu, is sadist and revengeful. In spite of his sex adventures at 
Princeton, he tries to begin his married life anew with no hankering back, but 
Sonu has no desire either to develop or continue that relationship. She finds fault 
with him, never responds to any of his efforts to be happy. As a result, Mohan 
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Kumar is also extremely dejected. She makes his life impossible. He cannot even 
enjoy his evening drinks and TV. He slowly drifts away from her.  
 
It is true that Mohan Kumar has an exceptionally strong urge for sex. But 
due to his disturbed married life, he could not enjoy sex even for months. He is 
losing confidence in sex. But when he is able to enjoy sex in Bombay, he is happy 
that his sex instinct has not gone. Once again he recovers his zest for life. When 
he comes back to Delhi, he starts enjoying evenings with his friends. When the 
wife of one of his friends asks him the reason-lottery, another million, new 
sweetheart?. “All those and more,” he replied and added cryptically, I have 
rediscovered my manhood.”75  
 
After Mohan gets back to India and settles in married life, his passion for 
women continues undiminished. He feels highly relieved after being divorced by 
his "nagging and ill-tempered" wife. But Mohan Kumar had never remained a 
faithful husband. His sex escapades, before the divorce and post divorce were 
unusual and varied, including his repeated relations with his ever-obliging maid, 
Dhanno, with her practiced charm on the bed. 
 
Another woman in Kumar’s life was Tamilian Marry Joseph, described by 
the author as “a dark, plump woman in her thirties.” She worked as a nurse to 
Kumar’s son. She has been described almost inviting Mohan Kumar tacitly with 
these words, “Saar, one life to live, not to waste it on a drunkard husband. You 
agree?” Kumar has agreed. 
 
The novel describes Kumar's rendezvous with madam Sarojini Bhardwaj, a 
Professor of English. And, when it came to sex, the lady professor proved that she 
was stronger than many men. Another lady appearing in the sex life of Kumar was 
Molly Gomes, who was “not only as an incarnation of sensual impulse, but also as 
a mistress of sexuality.” Likewise, Susanthika, “the small wonderful bird”, from 
Sri Lanka was really active on bed. 
  151 
Like his other novels, Khushwant Singh deals with elemental human 
passions in his The Company of women too. So here too the seed is equally 
promising. In this novel, the main theme is sex. Khushwant Singh is not the first 
author in the history of man to write about sex. There are authors like D.H. 
Lawrence who deal with more controversial aspects of the experience. But they 
are not trapped in sexuality as Khushwant Singh is in The Company of Women. 
They explore psyche through sex. They deal not only with human body but with 
man. As Chaman Nahal says:  
 
'Phallic consciousness' has a sort of symbolic 
meaning with Lawrence which need not necessarily 
refer to the sexual moments alone of our life and 
which covers the whole span of our existence, 
organic and inorganic. Applied to sex, it would 
mean an implicit acceptance of the power and the 
glory of the body and a sense of love for this power 
and glory. Virility is one of its aspects, but that it 
passes beyond virility and is with Lawrence more a 
projection of the beauty of the union is obvious 
from the tenderness, from the softness of his theme 
of marriage.76  
 
Khushwant Singh’s narrative seems to be realistic giving a factual account 
of each encounter with all possible details. It seems that he revels in the very act 
of description. An artist's ability to recreate essential reality that lies beyond the 
solid seeming wall of reality endows his work with multiple meanings.  
 
Though sex is a physical action, it is also related to human psyche, and 
personality as a whole. It is not the companionship that Mohan Kumar seeks; only 
the company, not of a human being of opposite sex, but of female body just for 
mating. As a result, this long line of paramours points to no development or 
awareness in Mohan Kumar. It only confirms his belief that lust rather than love 
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shapes human life. "Love cannot last very long without lust. Lust has no time limit 
and is the true foundation of love and affection." But Mohan Kumar consciously 
lives only on the level of lust, guarding himself from any attachment. "As soon as 
I sensed a girl was getting emotionally involved in me, I dropped her." Mohan 
Kumar's approach to sex and his identification of manhood with sex drive 
tragically ends his life.  
  
In brief, The Company of Women celebrates the universal and the eternal 
story of man's relationship with woman: the relationship of love, sex, and passion. 
The book presents this relationship in a very unusual and original style, which is 
not only uninhibited and erotic, but also enormously enchanting and engrossing. 
However, the story also serves as a sort of modern-day morality tale, with Mohan 
Kumar committing suicide as he realizes he has AIDS, in effect, paying for his 
promiscuity. 
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Chapter-5 
Conclusion 
 
 
Undertaking a critical study of Khushwant Singh’s novels proved to be an 
enriching experience for the researchers. The final chapter contains some 
concluding remarks. Beginning with a poor academic record, Khushwant Singh 
has gone on to become one of the leading scholarly figures of contemporary 
literary circle of India. He has achieved this height by dint of sheer hard work, 
dogged determination and persistence. He has had a chequered career, changed 
several jobs, but consistently produced books on a variety of topics, most of them 
on Sikh history, politics and religion. However, one realizes that perhaps if 
Khushwant Singh did not have his father to fall back on, he would not have 
persisted in becoming a writer. He would then have been bogged down by the 
constraints of looking after the financial needs of his family. Instead, his wife also 
pitched in at one time and paid for the education of their children. Had he not 
received this help, he would not have been able to pursue a career that was not 
lucrative to begin with. Thereafter he has gone from strength to strength. He has 
been a professor at Princeton University, Hawaii University, and at Swarthmore 
College. He has also held prestigious positions as the editor of The Illustrated 
Weekly of India, The Hilldustan Times, The National Herald, Yojana and New 
Delhi. He has been a member of the Rajya Sabha and was also awarded the Padma 
Bhushan. He returned the latter as a protest against Operation Bluestar.  
 
In spite of acquiring such widespread acclaim, he retains his modesty, and 
continues to guide aspiring writers. Khushwant Singh began his literary career by 
writing short stories. He has some very definite ideas regarding the form of a short 
story. But he has not enumerated the rules or principles that should govern a 
novel. This is just as well because his first three novels are diametrically different 
from each other, as far as their narrative structure and even content is concerned. 
The first novel, Train to Pakistan has a well-planned structure with a distinct 
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beginning, middle and end. It is a straightforward tale, which is fast paced, has an 
unexpected and gripping climax, and a suitable heart-warming ending. It tells of 
the effect of the partition on the lives of the people of Mano Majra. The second 
novel, I Shall Not Hear the Nightingale, is different from his earlier one. It paints 
a picture of the lives of the members of the Buta Singh household, against the 
backdrop of the Quit India Movement. This novel does not have a tight structure, 
and is rather haphazard. It fails to hold the complete attention or retain the interest 
of the reader because the pace slackens at several instances. There are too many 
digressions in the narration that detract from the main story. The climax is also 
fairly tame, and one is easily able to anticipate it. The ending, probably intended 
to be humorous, comes across as being rather flat, and in no way enhances the 
novel. The third novel, the magnum opus, Delhi is an entirely different entity. 
Here Singh follows a pattern somewhat reminiscent of the Indian mythological 
stories, where there is a Sutradhar who narrates different stories woven together 
into a single fabric. However; the only thing that the narrator in Delhi has in 
common with a Sutradhar is that he is the common link between the semi-
historical chapters. Otherwise all the chapters have their own narrators. The novel 
has been structured in such a manner that each historical chapter alternates with a 
chapter depicting modernday Delhi. Khushwant Singh has experimented with a 
different and somewhat unique narrative structure in this novel. The common 
thread running through the novel is the effect of religion, politics and violence in 
shaping the city of Delhi from the era of Ghiasuddin Balban up to the anti-Sikh 
riots in 1984. 
 
In The Company of Women, Kumar moves through a series of bed partners 
neither discovering anything for himself nor offering to the readers any notable 
insight, experience or realization. There is indeed a tragic moment at the end of 
the novel when, looking at his limp "Baby python", he showers the worst 
invectives on it for getting him into his deadly predicament. Just at the moment he 
was reminded of all the pleasure he had known in life, and knew that he only had 
this little snake to thank for all of it. Khushwant Singh in deed ironically 
campaigns against the "deadly disease", when shows Kumar getting AIDS, all in a 
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matter of just six months from unprotected sexual encounter in Mumbai and 
ultimately dies.  
 
He is best known for his trenchant secularism, his humor, and an abiding 
love of poetry. His comparisons of social and behavioral characteristics of 
Westerners and Indians are laced with acid wit.  
 
From 1980 through 1986, Singh was a member of Rajya Sabha, the upper 
house of the Indian parliament. Awarded the Padma Bhushan in 1974 for service 
to his country, in 1984 he returned the award in protest against the siege of the 
Golden Temple by the Indian Army. Undeterred, in 2007 the Indian government 
awarded Singh an even more prestigious honour, the Padma Vibhushan. 
 
A self-proclaimed agnostic, lover of fine scotch whisky and admirer of 
female beauty, he nonetheless leads a disciplined life, waking up at 4 am each day 
and continuing to write his columns by hand. His works range from political 
commentary and contemporary satire to outstanding translations of Sikh religious 
texts and Urdu poetry. Despite the name, his column "With Malice towards One 
and All" regularly contains secular exhortations and messages of peace, 
brotherhood and tolerance. In addition, he is one of the last remaining writers to 
have personally known most of the stalwart writers and poets of Urdu and Punjabi 
languages, and profiles his recently deceased contemporaries in his column. One 
of the most striking aspects of his weekly writings is his outright honesty; he will 
openly admit to his weaknesses and mistakes, along with an acceptance of his 
declining health and physical abilities in more recent times. 
 
As a public figure, Singh has been accused of favoring the ruling Congress 
party, especially during the reign of Indira Gandhi. He is better viewed as an 
establishment liberal. Singh's faith in secular forces has been shaken by events 
such as anti-Sikh riots that followed Indira Gandhi's assassination, in which major 
Congress politicians were alleged to be involved. But he has remained resolutely 
positive on the promise of Indian democracy. 
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Khushwant Singh is a man larger than life. Befitting his accomplishment, 
he was honoured by Guru Nanak Dev University, Amritsar viz. Doctorate of 
Literature. The entire senate rose to deafening applause when the vice-chancellor 
introduced Sardar Khushwant Singh to the faculty. Khushwant Singh has been a 
lawyer, diplomat, critic, journalist, novelist, historian, humorist, naturalist and a 
politician - all rolled into one. 
 
The personality of a particular writer cannot be divorced from his writings. 
Singh is a deep lover of nature, and over the years he has maintained a diary on 
nature. His treatment of nature forms an important facet of his fiction. He is also 
something of a voyeur, taking a keen interest in the behaviour and the mutual 
relationships of people. He also caters to the voyeur in all of us because Indians by 
nature are a curious people. So human relationships form an important theme in 
his fiction.  
 
In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of the subject, he reads 
about all the religions of the world. As a result of this, he has written several 
books and essays upon religion. Hence it is but natural that one of the major 
themes in his fiction would be religion. In India, there is a close relation between 
religion and politics. And Khushwant Singh is not only a writer but a journalist as 
well so he cannot remain unaware or untouched by the events that have shaped 
our country. He is keenly aware of the history, culture and polity of India. 
Important aspects of his fiction, especially his novels, are his views on politics.  
 
He has mostly written about what he is personally acquainted with. His 
personal experience, close association and intimate knowledge about the subject 
taken up, always comes through in all his fiction. Hence they become veiled self 
projection.   
 
Khushwant Singh by temperament is an extremely witty man. He prefers 
to see the lighter side of life rather than the dark and dreary aspect of it. He is also 
gifted as far as his ability to portray the humorous side of life is concerned. This 
  162 
adds a great deal to his fiction making it well-rounded and appealing. In fact 
humour is the omnipresent link that binds all his works of fiction together. This 
element pervades in all his writings.  
 
Khushwant Singh is a keen observer of nature and hence his fiction is 
marked by a frequent reference to flora, fauna and natural phenomena. Singh 
invariably writes about what he knows best and thus describes only that which he 
himself has observed. While this approach on the one hand makes his canvas 
limited, it at the same time endows his descriptions with a wealth of detail and 
gives a realistic and earthy flavour to all his writings.  
 
The chief characteristic of Khushwant Singh's novels is that he has used 
nature effectively to either provide a realistic background, or to show up the actual 
character of a person, or to portray the growth in the story or the character. The 
tone of Train to Pakistan is set right from the first line through a proficient 
depiction of nature. The description of summer of 1947 was quite realistic. Use of 
nature serves to establish the stark realism that is an inherent part of the novel. It 
immediately establishes the setting in a fixed time and place as well. The summer 
is described as being extremely hot which seems to denote the passionate state of 
the people. It makes his prose poetic.  
 
I Shall Not Hear the Nightingale also begins with a description of one of 
the aspects of nature. The first chapter begins with a detailed portrayal of the 
killing. This type of depiction establishes the time frame of the story and reveals 
the hollow daring of the so-called would be terrorist of the Freedom Struggle of 
India. The killing of the crane, an extremely senseless act, symbolizes the 
recklessness of the boys. No right-minded Indian revolutionary would resort to 
such an act of stupidity. It gives a fair idea of the personality of the two main 
characters of the story: Sher Singh and Madan in a limited canvas. The title and 
description of nature imparts poetic touch.  
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In Delhi A Novel, Khushwant Singh begins the first chapter with a 
description of nature in order to give the reader a feel of the ambience of then 
Delhi when Pandit Nehru was the prime minister. Nature has also been treated in 
the manner of a prelude to forthcoming events. The narrator is savagely stung by 
countless bees. This is a preamble to the brutal and inhuman massacre to the 
people of Delhi by Taimur. This incident also serves as a link between the era of 
Mussadi Lal that chronicles the lives of the Ghori’s, Balban, Nizamuddin, the 
Khiljis, The Tughlaqs,  and the invasion by Taimur. 
 
Out of four, three novels of Khushwant Singh are based upon particular 
periods in the political history of India. Train to Pakistan is based upon the 
partition of India. The Quit India Movement of 1942 forms the backdrop of I Shall 
Not Hear the Nightingale. And Delhi covers the political events that shaped India 
from the time of the reign of Ghiasuddin Balban in 1265 up to the assassination of 
Indira Gandhi and the anti-Sikh riots in 1984. Hence his novels are categorized as 
historical political works.   
 
The partition of India caused a great deal of turmoil to Khushwant Singh 
and the result was his incomparable masterpiece, Train to Pakistan. Since he was 
a witness to the violence that occurred, he gives a graphic description of the 
communal riots right at the beginning of the novel.  
 
Such a narration is clearly an indictment of the repercussions of the 
Partition, rather, the Partition itself. Even though the novel essentially describes 
the horrific events of the Partition, Khushwant Singh resists the temptation to sit 
in judgement on the political leaders of the day.  
 
Some of the characters do speak in a biased manner at times, but this is in 
keeping with the demands of the story. The conversation between Hukum Chand 
and the sub-inspector reveals their opinion of the events that were happening in 
the country. Hukum Chand says that in response to the convoys of dead Sikhs 
being sent from across the border, the Sikhs here also retaliated in kind. They 
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attacked a Muslim refugee train and sent it across with over a thousand corpses, 
with 'Gift to Pakistan' written on the engine. The sub-inspector believes that this is 
the only way to put a stop to the killings. Man for man, woman for woman, child 
for child. He wholly approves of the RSS getting the better of Muslim gangs. It 
was precisely this line of thinking which led to the spiralling killings on both sides 
of the border. Keeping in mind the inflamed situation, it is natural that people of a 
particular community begin harbouring feelings of hatred for the other 
community. The researcher found tremendous amount of passion into the scene of 
parting, as well as in the novel as whole. This is due to the fact that Khushwant 
Singh personal feelings for the subject. He was born, brought up, and spent the 
first half of his life in Pakistan.  
 
The researcher found an interesting insight into the attitude of the peasants 
towards independence. When Iqbal tells the villagers that it is a good thing that 
the English have left, he is surprised to know that the lambardar preferred the 
English officers to the Indian officers. Meet Singh tells him of a colonel's 
memsahib sending things for his niece from England, something that no Indian 
officer's wife would do. They are not too impressed with the prospect of 
independence either.  The peasants are of the opinion that freedom must be a good 
thing, but what would they get out of it? Educated people like Babu Sahib would 
get jobs the English had. But whether the peasant would get more lands or more 
buffaloes? According to them, freedom is for the educated people who fought for 
it. They were the slaves of the English, now they will be slaves of the educated 
Indians or the Pakistani's. Their common-sense approach towards independence is 
found even after sixty two years. 
 
In I Shall Not Hear the Nightingale, Khushwant Singh does not make any 
political statement as such. This, in spite of the fact that the story is based during 
the time when the call for the Quit India Movement was given by Mahatma 
Gandhi. This is perhaps because Singh did not really want to write about the 
repercussions of any political event as he had already done so in Train to 
Pakistan. Moreover, this novel is basically a chronicle of the lives of a family of 
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Punjab. However, the period in which it is based did give him an opportunity to 
depict the activities of would-be politicians, but more with the objective of 
exposing Sher Singh's character, and leading to the climax of the story, than for 
giving any kind of political view. Personal and public events co-exist here.   
 
The novel begins with a description of the killing of the crane by Sher 
Singh. It is supposedly a part of the training of his terrorist group. This reveals the 
sheer immaturity and ludicrousness of his convictions. No revolutionary who 
fought for the freedom of India would have indulged in such a crude deed. It is 
amusing to note that Sher Singh's political activities are not due to any high flown 
notions of patriotism. Rather it is an attempt by him to make up for his inadequacy 
in the marital bed, and win the admiration and respect for his wife Champak. He is 
all public posturing and bluster, nothing else. He is after all, his father's son and 
wants to be on good terms with everyone. His hopes are belied by the village 
headman who informs Taylor about his activities. Such informers were probably 
responsible for the undoing of several underground organizations during the 
Freedom Struggle.  
 
As Sher Singh's arrest shows, he crumbles easily in the face of the slightest 
trouble. This incident reveals that the divide and rule policy was used by the 
British on a much smaller scale as well Mr. Taylor deliberately sends Anglo-
Indian and Muslim policemen from northern Punjab to arrest Sher Singh. He does 
it in order to intimidate Sher Singh, and succeeds. Sher Singh loses whatever little 
bravado he might have had, when confronted by the two people he loathed and 
feared the most. In jail he decides to reveal whatever was necessary in order to 
avoid a beating. If he cannot be loyal to his friends, he certainly will not be loyal 
towards his country. Cowardly youths like Sher, and greedy informers: both 
interested in securing their own well-being, were in some measure responsible for 
the long rule of the British. It is Sabhrai who advises Sher Singh not to reveal the 
names of his friends (since he was not physically abused he has no need to do so). 
And it is her illness, which brings about his release. His impending release gives 
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him the opportunity to manipulate the situation in his favour. He is after all a 
budding politician. He had emerged heroic at the end of his imprisonment.  
 
There is an instance which reveals how religious matters turn into political 
issue. A deputation of Hindu merchants requests Buta Singh to help them get a 
license to take out a religious procession. Buta Singh convinces Taylor by saying, 
…‘Sahib's, order banning meetings and processions is being misconstructed by 
mischief makers as being directed only against the Hindus because it was 
promulgated after the Sikh  and Muslim celebrations.’ His knowledge of delicate 
Indian milieu is quite apparent here.  
 
Clearly the people in power must keep in mind that all the communities 
should be treated as equal. Conversely, if one community is discriminated against, 
it fosters hatred in the psyche of one for the other. This basic reality inherent 
among the people of India was amply exploited by the British. And this finally led 
to the Partition and the formation of Pakistan. In fact divisive tendencies had 
already taken root among the people. This is in contrast to the situation in Mano 
Majra, where the people were united even after the Partition. The researcher finds 
his Singh’s keen understanding of Indian psyche.  
  
In this novel, Khushwant Singh’s main concern is to provide a glimpse 
into the lives of the members of Buta Singh’s family, caught in the middle of the 
rise of Indian Nationalism. But none of them rise to the occasion. It is strange that 
Singh does not make any comment upon Mahatma Gandhi in a novel based at the 
time when the country was behind Gandhi. History is mingled with family life 
here.   
 
On the whole, this is not really a political novel. The Quit India Movement 
is an incidental part of the story, and not the main event. This is unlike his first 
novel where the Partition is the principal theme. And in the final analysis this 
difference is what makes Train to Pakistan a great novel and I Shall Not Hear the 
Nightingale a mediocre one.  
  167 
Delhi, semi-historical novel shows how the events of the past have shaped 
the minds and psyche of Indians through the centuries, and led to the political 
situation of today. The researcher found out that Khushwant Singh has adroitly 
depicted the exploitation of the religious sentiments of different communities by 
the rulers for their own selfish purposes. Today the politicians too are doing the 
same. One wonders why the people do not take lessons from history and stop 
being pawns in the hands of leaders who do not really care one way or another; 
but are merely interested in fulfilling their own ends. Khushwant Singh has 
attempted to throw light upon this in Delhi. The last chapter of this novel is an 
anguished cry of a sensitive individual who is immensely pained by all the 
senseless killings triggered in the name of religion. He has probably written so 
feelingly in order to somehow get people to realise the futility of turning religion 
(which should be an intensely private affair) into a political issue. The one strong 
political view that emerges from the novel is the horrific results of linking religion 
with politics. The next most important aspect that is brought out in this novel is 
the absence of able and just leaders in the country through the ages. And lastly, 
the existence of corruption from the earliest times to the present day. Thus Singh 
is keen spectator of past and present corrupt life.  
 
India had always tried to demonstrate their superiority by destroying 
places of worship that belonged to the people following a religion other than their 
own. For instance, the Turks had demolished, twenty seven Hindu and Jain 
temples. Hindus would attempt to regain some of their prestige in different ways. 
An example of this is the inscription Sri Visvakarme Prasade Rachida on the 
Qutub Minar. When Allauddin Khilji came upon the throne of Delhi he set about 
despoiling the Hindu kingdoms of the South. His General, Malik Kafur extended 
his dominions right up to the seas. Tremendous wealth was brought into Delhi. 
Hindu women were given away to Muslims as reward for service. Numerous 
Hindu temples were destroyed. The atmosphere became so vitiated that even 
Hindus like Mussadi Lal who had adopted Muslim ways found life 'extremely 
difficult. Such partisan actions on the part of successive rulers were in a large 
measure responsible for fostering mutual antagonism between the different 
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communities. Kings irrespective of their personal relationships also followed such 
a discriminatory policy. 'Ghiasuddin' Tughlaq had married a Hindu princess. His 
son was also married into a Hindu noble family. Yet he behaved like a headstrong 
tyrant towards his Hindu subjects. 
  
It is also found in the novel that the monarchs who ruled over India 
through the centuries spent all their time indulging in wine and women. This 
through the successive generations became a habit and a weakness. This was 
another factor, which allowed foreigners to hold sway over Hindustan. All the 
monarchs came upon the throne after slaying their own brothers, fathers and other 
male heirs. After coming to power they did not do much to alleviate the sufferings 
of the common man. Although Aurangzeb was free of the vices of his 
predecessors, it was his failure to foster unity amongst the people, which led to the 
gradual deterioration of the Mughal empire after his death. The invaders who 
came and became the rulers of India gradually imbibed the weaknesses inherent, 
in the former rulers. They too became lovers of a life of ease and luxury. Was it 
due to some intrinsic factor in India that led them to lose their leadership 
qualities? The Mughals were the descendants of Taimur and Babar. But they 
ended up being defeated by outsiders (Mohammad Shah by Nadir Shah, and 
Bahadur Shah Zafar by the British). History was repeating itself, and they were 
subjugated just as their own ancestors had vanquished the original rulers of 
Hindustan.  
 
It is also found that the British understood well the importance of religion 
in India. They were quick to exploit this to suit their own purposes. So they 
partitioned the subcontinent.  
  
They enlisted Indians in their army to fight fellow Indians by preying upon 
their religious sentiments. The Sikhs were recruited in the British army and told 
that they were to fight against the Mussulmans. And at the same time they enlisted 
Pathans, Biloches and Punjabi Muslims in order to fight against the Sikhs. 
 
  169 
The revolt was also triggered as a result of religion. The Britishers asked 
Hindu and Muslim soldiers to put cartridges smeared with the fat of cows and pigs 
in their mouths. There was no need to prove that the Britishers meant to despoil 
both Islam and Hinduism and make everyone Christian?" In this way Hindus and 
Muslims united against the British. The rebels also used religion to provoke the 
Indian soldiers to go against their British officers. To the Muslim soldiers they 
sent Muslim representatives with the Quran and begged them to jihad against the 
pig-eating firangi. Brahmins carrying Ganga water in brass-pots were sent to 
convince the Sikhs to murder the cow-eating maleechas. The partition of Bengal 
by Lord Curzon was also a ploy to foster divisive tendencies amongst the Hindus 
and Muslims. Singh exposed how Curzon exploited religious feelings of all.  
 
Khushwant Singh has not shied away from writing about the corrupt 
practices followed by his grandfather Sir Sujan Singh; by which he laid the 
foundation of the fortunes of the Singh family. He has also written candidly that 
his own father Sir Sobha Singh followed in his footsteps and did the same. Buta 
Singh in I Shall Not Hear the Nightingale is also modelled along the same lines.  
 
It is also found that appointments to the most important posts were made 
on family considerations. A prime minister's son succeeded his father, a 
governor's son the governor, a judge's son the judge, a village headman's son the 
headman. Placing relatives in good positions, irrespective of merit, gained merit in 
the eyes of the people. Nepotism as an evil is an alien concept. Our languages do 
not even have a word for it.  
 
After going through the historical views of Khushwant Singh in his three 
novels, it is evident that he is essentially a humanist. Whether it is a veiled censure 
of the political system or the open indictment of the political compulsions that led 
to the Partition, or the anti-Sikh riots, he speaks from the point of view of the 
common man. He cannot avoid becoming emotional at times because he can 
identify with the people who end up suffering in all the instances. His personal 
experiences and emotions have a great deal to do with the superb rendering of the 
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events described. He has not chosen to write about the Partition, or Delhi, because 
of an eye on the market; but rather because both the subjects have moved him 
deeply, and it was a compulsion with him to write about them.  
 
It is evident that he tries to warn readers of the horrendous consequences 
of linking religion with politics; beginning with Train to Pakistan to Delhi. 
Religion is the only issue, which can either divide or unite large number of men 
and women; so it has always been exploited by politicians. In this emphasis on 
religion, the root cause of all problems that is economic disparity among the 
peoples is sidelined. The people in power are perhaps deliberately unwilling to 
face this problem. Serious measures are never taken to improve the living. He 
holds a mirror with a message of humanism to us.  
 
In Train to Pakistan, Khushwant Singh exploits the subject of the partition 
days during the year 1947 and draw a scenario which is both realistic as well as 
romantic.The narrative pattern in this novel suggests something of a labyrinth 
through which the human relations move in a zig-zag way, owing to the pressure 
of the hard times. In fact it is a period of weariness, fever and fret and in the 
absence of any clear vision, so many incidents and situations come to pass away 
unnoticed. The novel ends with the supreme sacrifice of a so called rogue Juggat 
Singh to his Muslim beloved Nooran. Juggat’s dearth highlights the basic feeling 
of life and duty which maintains no distinction of caste, colour or creed.  
 
The forced departure from one place to another, the journey from known 
to an unknown destination gets better treatment in this novel. With the help of the 
controlled tension in the narrative and by making an access to the inner recess of 
mind presents a unique narrative pattern which exposes the human psyche. In the 
novel the tension mounts and the atmosphere is surcharged with revenge and 
hostility. The situation is deteriorating everyday. The Muslim of Mano Majra 
decides to go. They sense the hatred in the air. The tension deepens against the 
Muslims. 
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The partition days during the year 1947 focus on a scenario which is 
wonderfully deep and interesting for realism and romance. While the romantic 
piquancy to the narrative is welcom, the hackneyed romantic touch which is given 
by Khushwant Singh in this novel should also be seen in the light of narrative 
technique. Love is normal happening but the love between two members of 
opposite community highlights the fictional effect.  
 
Khushwant Singh chooses to write about the sentimentality of the reader, 
and just draws a series of sketches of how the events influence his nicely crafted 
characters. The characters are closest to the villagers, Policemen and Magistrates. 
The conversations, the arguments, the brotherhood that extends beyond religion in 
villages, and the complexity of human nature is all brought out by this pithy 
masterpiece nicely.  
 
What happened against the Jews in Europe wasn't the result of Hitler's 
personal vendetta alone, what happened in India wasn't a result of Jinnah alone. 
We need to look at these in the light of bloodshed that had preceded these events. 
 
Train to Pakistan presents one of the best studies (in English) of Sikhs and 
villagers of India. Another novel from the same time Maila Anchal (The Soiled 
Border) by Phanishwer Nath Renu is a complimentary study of villagers in Bihar, 
as these villagers witness rise of caste based politics and changes in wake of 
India's freedom. Since the events during partition involved a million deaths, and 
uncountable inhuman excesses (rapes, slashed breasts, castrations), the novel 
provides context for very strong emotions. In the dark dance of death and 
murders, there are occasional glimpses of romance, friendship and kinship. The 
novel is a part of our painful heritage. It is perhaps not as descriptive as it should 
be for the taste of non-Indian, non-Pakistani readers, but it is sure it presents the 
Indian holocaust in a very delicate, refined and understated fashion.  
 
The novel has well-conceived structure and well-regulated architectural 
pattern. The structure of the novel is based on conventional pattern and implies the 
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process and form of development of action and character. The sequence of events, 
the narrative and episodic arrangement in the novel are superb and are placed in a 
chronological sequence of time. Singh has imparted symbolic significance to the 
four parts of this novel  
 
The fictional form of Khushwant's novel I Shall Not Hear the Nightingale 
comes out of its basic structure of social and political narrative of various 
incidents. The novel is essentially a social and human document. The novel 
contains the story of two families, one Sikh family another Hindu family, set 
during the period of decaying power of the British rule in the Punjab province, 
from 1942 to April, 1943 about five years before the declaration of Indian 
independence. It is of course, a political novel, containing social situations in its 
backdrop and presenting the political perturbances of 1942 or the ‘Quit India 
Movement’ launched by Mahatman Gandhi on August 9, 1942.  
 
Although political situations are dominant in the novel, I shall Not Hear 
the Nightingale, there is a little of ideological contents also. The novel reveal 
extraordinary acumen in grappling with the realities of life and can, therefore, be 
recited as true creation of the realities of life. The novel has a limited range and a 
restricted canvas. It does not transcend the obvious limits of a social cum political 
narrative fiction of contemporary interests, though it has an element of intensity 
and fullness of passion.  
 
The presentation of wide and extensive socio-political situations is the 
essence of the novel's narrative design. Although it is basically a story of two 
families, yet goes far beyond the limits of the family tale in the course of 
presenting the phases and changes in the social and political atmospheres of that 
period and their motivations. The narrative design of the novel, thus, has a 
historical and contemporary events rooted deep in the characters and the 
situations.  
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The theme and substance of the novel, however, is dominated with 
dialogue and disruptions of individual, social and political situations, and the 
implication arising out of the differences between them as well as the interaction 
of characters. The tension arises out of the differences between the novelist's 
desire to make a poetic communication about life and his real performance in 
depicting the bare physical reality of India. The symbol, theme, political ideal and 
realistic treatment are befitting to social and political situations presented in the 
novel. The form and structure of the novel are conventional and traditional. It 
follows the pattern of 19th century narrative fiction. Its ways of presentation, plot 
construction, character portraiture, nature’s description, setting, situation, climax 
and sequence of events are similar to that of 19th century English novels. Hence 
some critics categorized this novel as Singh’s finest novel.  
 
A lingering sadness envelops the end of I Shall Not Hear the Nightingale 
which is not merely the result of the death of the good woman, Sabhrai. It is the 
novelist's strident awareness of a world passing, a set of values getting eroded and 
a "brave new world" (with a new connotation of 'brave') emerging in which people 
like Sabhrai and all that they uphold in the midst of trying and unnerving 
situations will become either strangers, out of place or extinct. Her death is 
marked by as much dignity as was her life; and her life was the embodiment of 
life-sustaining virtues. The title of the novel clearly suggests the brooding, sombre 
vision of the author and can be interpreted in two ways: i) as Sabhrai's lament that 
she will not be able to witness the Independence of the country, and ii) as the 
death of beauty and goodness of the nightingale-symbolized by Sabhrai.  
 
Thus, the deceptively structured surface of the book contains underneath a 
message, or a lament far more profound and shocking that can be discerned by a 
rapid, superficial reading of the novel.  
 
 
The narrative of Delhi is first person. A city that has witnessed at least 
seven rounds of complete destruction and reconstruction, Delhi, the capital of 
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India, is a city of culture and calamity, of conceit and capability, of poets and 
pests, of politicians and saints. To capture the manifest and unmanifest faces of 
Delhi requires a canvas that delights and nauseates in equal measure. Khushwant 
Singh knew of this aspect of his beloved city, when he created a bawdy, old, 
reprobate protagonist, in love with a hijra (eunuch) whore, as the person seeking 
to describe his love-hate relationship with that whore and this city. While the 
principal narrator busies himself with unusual sexual acts with his half-man, half-
woman partner Bhagmati, he also allows himself pleasures with foreign and native 
beauties, all leading him into another fold, another fleshy nook. This romance 
fades to backdrop as the narrator discovers the legends that lurk in various streets, 
forts, abandoned palaces, embankments, towers, temples, mosques, gurudwaras, 
memorials, burial grounds and coffee houses of the city. The greatest delight in 
the novel, lies in reading about Timur, Mir Taqi Mir, Nadir Shah, Hazrat Kaki, 
Nizamuddin, Bahadur Shah Zafar & Moghuls, Tuglaqs, Lodhis, First War of 
Indian Independence (The Sepoy Mutiny), emperors, temptresses, poets, saints, 
Sikhs who helped British win in 1857, bodies burning on banks of Yamuna, 
Englishmen, builders of New Delhi, Aurangzeb, neo-converts to Islam or Sikhism, 
Khusrau, assassins of Indira Gandhi and mobs who rioted after partition and after 
Indira Gandhi’s assassination and Mahatma Gandhi. The most captivating details 
of this novel tell us about these innumerable people who lend their blood, their 
faith, their best and worst aspirations and actions to provide that special character, 
mystery, mystique to Delhi. The novel is an ode by a Delhi's son to his fascination 
with undying and relentless, razed and raging, crazed and craving, old and ageless, 
brutal and brave, buried and slaved, free and frayed, remorseless and mourning, 
Hindu, Islamic, Sikh and in equal measure sufi and atheist soul or spirit of Delhi. 
The narrative is at its best when Aurangzeb, Nadir Shah, Sikh fighter of 1857 war, 
Zafar, a refugee who wants to avenge deaths of his family members, or Mir Taqi 
Mir describes their lives and their times. These characters, chosen from several 
generations of possibilities, speak with honesty which is the characteristic of 
Khushwant's narrative description.  
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While Ghalib is not mentioned outright as a narrator, his times are 
described quite well as he was contemporary of Zafar, and befittingly, the novel 
starts with an epigram from Mirza Asadullah Khan Ghalib: "I asked my soul: 
What is Delhi?/ She replied: The world is the body and Delhi its life." For anyone 
who has lived in India between 1970 and now, the name Khushwant Singh brings 
memories of his Santa-Banta jokes and his weekly column that appears in most 
newspapers, with a caricature of him sitting in a light bulb. In those columns as 
well as here, Khushwant always succeeds in telling us a good story, occasionally 
writing lines that are exquisite, occasionally saying things that are offensive to 
many or just seem like an injustice to the caliber that this grand old man of letters 
definitely has.  
  
To love and discover Delhi, one must learn to ignore its hostile, acerbic 
reception to guests and visitors, ignore its age, bitterness, immensity and 
obscenity. To read Khushwant Singh, one must learn to ignore the trivia and 
trivial, that comes packaged with the historical and memorable writing. The 
notoriety of the writer, in this case, must not stop us from savouring fantastic 
details about Mehrauli, Hauz Khas, Nizamuddin and Red Fort, among others. 
After reading Delhi, the researcher have become increasingly convinced that Mr. 
Singh is our man for the future: he will be seen as the painter whose canvas is 
populated with the bylanes and backdoors that whisper realistic details about 
people and times that most of his contemporary authors fail to touch or write 
about. He writes without bothering to explain things to non-Indians, so foreigners 
will need to work harder to read him, but since he writes about people, politics 
and religion, issues that are and will remain important to every inhabitant of 
Delhi, Punjab and India, his writings will redeem him in eyes of one and all.  
 
Khushwant Singh's narrative is laced with details about history and 
monuments of Delhi that take the reader through the familiar names and lanes, 
providing meaning and mannerism to rocks, stones, bricks, and ghosts from a 
bygone era. The dead and alive live in harmony in this city, the palaces turn to 
wilderness and wilderness to townships in manner of few centuries. The dominant 
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Gods change, the language and the tongues change, the spices and kitchens invent 
new flavors and aromas, and all that appears or disappears, stays as a memory or 
as song, in dust or in verse, through arts and crafts that traveled out of that time 
and place.  
  
The temples were destroyed to create mosques, mosques razed to create 
ruins, ruins restored into housing colonies, housing colonies for refugees from 
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Tibet, Pandits from Kashmir. Roads raised over remains of 
slums, slums planted over public gardens, parks overgrown over unclaimed or 
reclaimed lands. In such a city, Khushwant Singh's characters receive their share 
of history by breathing the air that stinks of history and rage, that seduces with 
mango flavors and rum punches. In this history, they seek their own woes and 
pleasures. A city revealed, is a personality understood: it is the relationship with 
Delhi that defines the character of a Delhiwallah, the protagonist of the novel, the 
writer as well as the reader who wanders through a fifteen hundred square 
kilometer landmass with a population density of ten thousand per square 
kilometer. Delhi’s air is packed with centuries of whispers; Khushwant packs 
many interesting ones into this novel.  
 
Khushwant Singh believes that the most important thing in an individual’s 
life is sex. One should get unconditional sexual pleasures throughout one’s 
adulthood till he gradually loses libido due to old age. In old age one starts 
pondering over his/her past encounters (marital & extra-marital). He believes that 
if the sexual tension between a couple dies out and no chemistry between them 
prevails any longer, they should understand each other’s need to look for new 
partners and bring their relation to an end with a good will. This becomes 
necessary because if the main binding force of man-woman relationship dies out, 
i.e. sex, all kinds of ugly problems like nagging, bickering, quarrels, they start 
forfeiting to adultery, etc. spring up which leads to a sour divorce instead of a 
healthy separation. This explains his love for sexual narration in all works.  
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The framework of the novel The Company of Women is very fascinating. It 
opens with a third person narrative about Mohan Kumar entitled "The Secret Life 
of Mohan Kumar" The novel ends with a similar section called "The Last Days of 
Mohan Kumar." The bulk of the narrative is in first person, which gives it more 
immediacy. The entire second section called “The Memoirs of Mohan Kumar” is 
in first person. This entire section is a flashback of his youth, aspirations, 
relationships with his father, life of love and lust at Princeton University, 
homecoming, marriage, honeymoon, failed marriage and other love affairs.  
 
Mohan Kumar, who completed his graduation from Princeton, America, 
returned to India after bedding uncountable number of girls there. Of all his 
relationships with girls, the ones he remembered were few. The first was with an 
African-American, Jessica Browne, at the hands of whom he was deflowered; 
Yasmeen Wanchoo, a plump and full-bosomed Pakistani politician. Mohan 
Kumar became popular among girls. When he returned to India, he married Sonu, 
a millionaire’s daughter. He impregnated her on their honeymoon. Sonu was 
spoilt child of her wealthy parents. She had a habit of bickering, nagging and 
harassing Mohan Kumar resented all this but was not able to do much about 
sexless flat life unless he asked for a divorce after twelve years.  
 
Mohan Kumar was left forsaken with all his youthfulness, wealth, and 
peerless sexual prowess. He decided not to grow old like that and waste his 
prowess. He paid for an advertisement for a concubine partner in the newspapers. 
In the meantime he was served by his sweeper woman, Dhanno, who was dark but 
full bosomed and proficiently pleased him. Some critics accused Singh for such 
narrative that enchants foreign readers easily.   
 
The first reasonable reply to his audacious advertisement was from a 
professor, Sarojini Bharadwaj. She was diminutive, petite, bespectacled but 
reasonably beddable to Mohan Kumar. Sarojini lived with him and everyone was 
told that she is a cousin who has been transferred to Delhi. This clandestine affair 
had to be cut short due to social prejudice. Hence they parted to never meet again.  
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The second response to his advertisement was from Molly Gomes, a 
Christian masseuse in Goa. She was short, stocky, dark and cheerful. She gave 
Mohan Kumar the best time and best sex he could ever get in his life. Since she 
was a professional masseuse, she knew the pressure points and all the tricks. Even 
though they liked each other a lot but the word love never occurred between their 
conversations. She left after spending two months of quality time with Mohan 
Kumar and never called back.  
 
Mohan Kumar was again left alone when he found Susanthika 
Goonatilleke (Sue) at one of Delhi’s high class parties. Sue was a young, darkish, 
slightly built, unmarried, Sri Lankan second secretary in High Commission. Sue 
was interested to accompany Mohan Kumar to his visit to Haridwar to watch the 
majestic Ganga worship at Har Ki Pauri. The narratives of the saints waving their 
huge lighted candelabras during sunset, in the honor of Mother Ganga are quite 
interesting. Then they float oil lamps which filled the entire stream, bobbing up 
and down. The sunset, movements of the candelabras, clanging of the temple bells 
and quivering myriad of floating oil lamps is described to be the most resplendent 
scene in the world. Mohan Kumar bedded Sue in Haridwar and this led to a two 
year long relation of sheer love-making between them. At the end of the second 
year, Sue was transferred to New York High Commission.  
 
Although Mohan Kumar was in his late forties, he started losing his 
potency and found he could no longer get his member to get upright. This made 
him feel very sad. He overcame this agony in Mumbai where he hired a prostitute 
and had sex with her. He was relieved to find out that he still retained his manly 
powers which fueled his desire to live.  
 
All this came to an unexpected end when he found out that he has AIDS. 
He sank into deep sorrow. He incriminated his lecherous behavior for all the 
shame agony, and his life. But soon realized that it was because of his libido he 
was able to relish all the good times he had in his life, without which life will lose 
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all its meaning. He felt gratified by all he had got from life in the form all the 
women he had bedded. He thanked god and left for his heavenly abode peacefully. 
Thus, Khushwant Singh’s narrative focuses on the urban, modernized, 
westernized men and women. The protagonist of the novel Mohan Kumar inhabits 
such a society. Khushwant Singh presents human relationships in unusual and 
original style. The novel also serves as a sort of modern-day morality tale, with 
Mohan Kumar committing suicide as he realizes he has AIDS, in effect, paying 
for his promiscuity. There is poetic justice in Kumar’s having AIDS.  
 
Khushwant Singh presents himself as a character in his novels. Now what 
does Khushwant Singh achieve by this device of making himself a character in his 
own novel? One major objective, which it achieves, is shifts in narrative voice. 
Another objective that the author achieves by this device is distancing. This 
bifurcation of the narrative prevents readers from thinking this novel as 
autobiographical or mere senile fantasies. It justifies what Khushwant Singh 
admitted in an interview with The Hindu that the idea for the book emerged when 
he heard of a man who indulged in various liaisons after a broken marriage.  
 
The homecoming, the arranged marriage with Sonu and the subsequent 
honeymoon are discussed in first person in the second section. In these chapters, 
Khushwant Singh is at his satirical best. The over-protectiveness of Mohan 
Kumar's father, the lack of finesse in the marriage advertisement, the girls of mar-
riageable age on display and crass vulgarity of the nouveau-rich are all scathingly 
exposed. The protagonist Mohan is quite scathing about opulence of his future in-
laws. "They had everything I disliked about upstart Punjabi families. Pots of 
money but no class. I had seen enough evidence of that in their sitting room. 
Black marble, white marble walls, chandeliers more appropriate in the lobby of a 
hotel than a private home. A society that believes largely in externals and glamour 
is shown. Mohan's AIDS can be regarded as redeeming feature of this novel.  
 
In short, Khushwant Singh depiction of history in his novels is realistic 
and his narratives are deceptively simple to convey serious issues. His novels 
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widen one’s awareness, all at the same time. Through his writings, Singh has tried 
to fulfill his duty as a writer. He has pointed out the drawbacks that plague India, 
which hold her back from moving ahead on the path of progress. He does this with 
his artistic simple narrative style.  
 
This critical study of Khushwant Singh’s novels may aptly be concluded 
with researcher’s belief that Singh’s fiction lifts the veil from the hidden beauty of 
the world, and makes familiar objects be as if they were not familiar. Moreover, 
poets as well as novelists are the unacknowledged legislators of the world. The 
researcher’s critical study of Khushwant Singh’s novels has been a highly 
fascinating endeavour resulted in making “not a good man to know” really “an 
endearing man to know”. 
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